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Summary 


Publish or perish has never been more apt. Professor Aziraphale Eastwise finds himself in the 
privileged position to engage with a Xenoerpeton anthropoides (or merlotl). An elusive, 
semiaquatic evolutionary cousin shrouded in mystery. And the answers he receives aren’t 
what he expects of a simple creature—even one who is human-like. 


Crowley is a social pariah among his kind who is undeniably funny, curious, sensitive, and 
intelligent. His discovery of the depths of merlotl thought could cement his fame and renown 
for decades to come, but this opportunity comes at a cost—Aziraphale is trapped in a cave 
with slowly dwindling supplies and rapidly diminishing hope. The longer he’s trapped, the 
more he finds himself considering questions of a forbidden nature. Questions that can’t 
possibly be ethical. Or wanted. Besides, surely it isn’t productive to even consider what 
attraction or mating behaviors look like in merlotl. After all, if a primate and an amphibious 
creature fell in love, where would they live? And Aziraphale needs rescue soon. 


Or: How budget cuts lead to the discovery of a century—and Aziraphale's heart. A story 
about falling in love with the subject of one’s research grant. 


Notes 


See the end of the work for notes 


Introduction 


Chapter Summary 


“Aziraphale,”’ he repeated softly. 


"Ah. Nnh. Eh. Ah. Nng. El." Aziraphale held his breath while the merlotl went through 
the sounds again, trying to fit them in a mouth that was either out of practice or was 
never designed for such a name as his. It started and ended with a sigh, the barest 
exhalation of sound, but the middle sounded like he was swallowing, choking on the 
syllable with a squeeze of air forcing a click through his throat. 


Aziraphale felt something painful twist in his chest. He had known humans to make less 
effort with his name. People who could speak it perfectly well if they just took the time 
to. They just didn t think he was worth the bother. He felt his eyes water, and he knew he 
was going to start crying in a moment. “That’s it. Angel.” He pressed a hand to his chest 
again. “Angel. Angel—try that?” 


Chapter Notes 


HELLO! Welcome to Hot Monster Summer! I’m only *checks watch* two months late 
for Mermay! So as a heads up there is some Challenging Content™ ahead, so please do 
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metaphor for internalized homophobia in any way (Aziraphale is quite comfortable with 
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adjacent feelings due to the inherent Otherness in a monsterlover story like this. This is 
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Sodium Azide and Lady Dragona) play with this AU. They did an incredible fill for 
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chipping away at it behind the scenes. I’ve just been mostly working on this behind the 
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next chapter is stuck on. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Aziraphale supposed he should be grateful the lake was so deep. He’d fallen a long way, but 
the underground pool was deep enough that he’d only suffered the pain of hitting the water’s 
surface. No serious harm done, though he was sure to be sore along the back of his arms and 
legs for the rest of the day. His pack had mercifully remained water-tight. Only a few things 
in the external pockets had been lost to his carelessness. He’d been busy looking up instead 
of down. But how could he not have, when there were so many rare and wonderful birds 
here? He wasn’t here to study them, but he was an admirer of all God’s creatures, great and 
small. 


He hoped he wasn’t going to get sick as a result of his little tumble, but after setting aside his 
pack and some of his more critical items from his pockets to dry on the shore of the 
underground cave, he waded back out until he was waist deep again. Aziraphale noted the 
water got deeper a few steps out. 


It was quiet, though if he strained his hearing, he could hear the faint sounds of bird calls and 
insects high above from whence he’d fallen. It seemed the deep heart of the forest had 
recovered from his tumble in short order and had moved on. Aziraphale felt his breath seize 
in his lungs at the way the sunlight streamed down through the foliage above. Achingly 
gorgeous shafts of light streamed down like the hand of the Almighty themselves. He blinked 
against the brightness and wondered what he should do. 


“Hello?” He didn’t shout. There really wasn’t any point in speaking, but he couldn’t think of 
anything else to do at the moment. “I don’t suppose anyone is out there?” Of course there 
wasn’t. Aziraphale was on his own, surveying and tracking and making careful observations. 
The local government only permitted a few researchers in this area of the rainforest. Some of 
the ecosystems here were quite fragile and susceptible to stress. Aziraphale’s other two 
teammates were spread out over several square miles, and he’d thought he would just... take 
initiative and sneak off to their secondary camp in these parts before his compatriots came 
back to collect him. He was supposed to have stayed put, but he’d thought it was worth 
spending the time to nip off to observation point beta for a few days. They had only 
encountered trace evidence of the creatures they were here to study. Fresh tracks, a blurry 
photo from last season, rumors of a long-ago encounter from a nearby village. But if they 
didn’t get real results, they would be hard-pressed to justify another return next season. The 
university had already reduced the number of people allowed to go on the trip, and 
Aziraphale had /oathed telling his grad students they couldn’t come this time around. His 
plan had been to be back to camp alpha before Michael or Gabriel even knew he was gone. 


“IT know you’re supposed to stay where you are when you get lost,” Aziraphale murmured 
quietly to himself, “but I don’t know if that’s the most helpful advice at the moment.” Still, 
he had placed his last observation marker not terribly far from here. He was confident that 
someone from his team would eventually follow his trail and find him here... possibly. 
Although, he didn’t know how they would hope to get him back up. They weren’t equipped 
with any sort of climbing gear, and goodness only knew how extensively this cave system 
was mapped, or how wide it stretched, or how deep it ran. He wasn’t sure if it was connected 
to the main systems they’d studied previously. 


Aziraphale heard the water ripple a moment before something constricted around his 
stomach, and suddenly there was nothing but blinding panic in the same instant that he was 
dragged back under the water. 


Aziraphale breathed in a lungful of water, and underneath the lurking panic he was quite sure 
he was going to contract some sort of rare, waterborne bacteria and die, if he didn’t drown. 
The iron grip around his waist was no more, and he felt a pair of hands patting at his ribs. He 
fought against his unknown assailant, clawing desperately upwards. Or at least he was trying 
to. He couldn't tell up from down. It felt like his shirt was pulled open, and the impression of 
hands against his waist became clearer. Aziraphale opened his eyes, but he couldn’t focus on 
anything in the murky light. There was a tugging at his shirt again, and a brush of something 
hard behind his ears, a pat at his thigh before two powerful, painfully strong hands wrapped 
around his arms and hauled him through the water. 


Aziraphale coughed and spluttered the moment he surfaced, eyes streaming. There were 
rocks jabbing painfully into the small of his back, and someone was turning him onto his 
side. He coughed and hacked helplessly, gasping and trying to breathe through his 
waterlogged lungs. He felt a light touch along his spine. It felt like the heel of a hand braced 
between his shoulder blades before a powerful strike bore down, expelling most of the water 
from Aziraphale’s lungs. His breathing came a little clearer. There was another strike, and 
another, and another, until Aziraphale waved his arms and turned over, still wheezing. 


“Enough—please, I can—” Aziraphale stopped short, hacking as he stared in amazement. 


Here was one of the very creatures he travelled all this way to study: Xenoerpeton 
anthropoides. 


It almost looked human. There was a fierce debate over whether these creatures were an 
example of convergent evolution, or if they truly were an offshoot from one of humanity’s 
early ancestors. Few people even believed in them outside of academia, rare as they were. 
And most of the scientific community had written them off as unintelligent lower life-forms, 
despite their intriguing, half-familiar appearance. 


Aziraphale wiped his nose on the back of his wrist, coughing and eyes still watering a bit. He 
tried not to think of all the articles he’d read where one could drown later even after the 
initial submersion. He took in the creature’s dark eyes—black from corner to corner. The 
angular, uncannily human face set with sharp teeth in its mouth, and a dappled pattern of 
black diamonds on either side of its face where pink scales grew out of its temples and above 
its brows. The pale skin, designed for only the most incidental exposure to light. The long 
bony arms that ended in webbed hands with hard, claw-like nails. His eyes slid over the open 
gill slits between its ribs, down the utterly smooth skin of its torso that slowly faded from a 
shade more familiar into something closer to the belly of a fish: white and grey, a bit 
pearlescent. And the long, singular tail of him that made up his bottom half, thick and fringed 
in pink sails, curled over the rocks between them. 


The creature before him was a male of the species. Aziraphale could tell by the number of 
gill filters: six total in symmetrical sets of three framing either side of his face. It was also 
where the creature held the most pigment in his entire body, as there was a mess of red, hair- 
like fibers that his stalks folded in against. Aziraphale lamented his own internalized 


prejudices at assigning the creature male pronouns. If Michael could hear his thoughts she’d 
give him a stern lecture about bias towards the masculine within science (which he heartily 
agreed with), personifying specimens (something he openly struggled with), and maintaining 
objectivity with subjects (something he privately struggled with). While it was true that 
science had a terrible habit of defaulting to (and centering) the masculine and it would be a 
life-long process to unlearn that habit, he also rather doubted an animal would give a toss for 
something so utterly human as the spectrum of gender. He had yet to run into an animal with 
a notion of pronouns, much less a preference for any. 


He felt mildly less anxious about contracting a water-born illness, at least, given how 
sensitive these creatures could be to disturbances in the water. They were able to filter out 
some amount of contaminants in their environment, but too much pollution would 
overwhelm and kill them. (One of Aziraphale’s graduate students, the brilliant Anathema 
Device, had been devastated when early research indicated these creatures weren’t a viable 
solution to fixing the man-made problem of water pollution.) 


Before he could stop coughing, the creature flipped backwards and dipped into the water. 
Aziraphale reached out, suddenly terrified of being alone, even now, even with only this 
being for company. “Wait!” His protest was still weak and reedy. 


The creature hadn’t dashed completely off. His—its eyes were just peeking out over the 
water. Almost as though it were embarrassed. (Though surely that was a bit of unscientific 
personification brought on by a near-death experience and a soon-to-be-pressing matter of 
being horribly stranded.) It slipped below the crystal-clear surface of the water a heartbeat 
later, and Aziraphale let out a cry of dismay, but then he startled backwards as the creature 
launched itself onto the rocky shore again, just a few feet away. It rolled over and flipped 
back down; this time it swam a short distance away before turning to cautiously swim back. 


Aziraphale stayed perfectly still—save the lingering coughs he tried to suppress—while the 
creature slipped in and out of the water, apparently torn between the desire to run away and... 
curiosity, perhaps? 


Aziraphale tried to project a non-threatening aura. And while Aziraphale eventually did stop 
coughing, he started shivering. He dared to shuck off his wet shirt and undershirt while the 
merlotl slipped back beneath the water, keeping a wary eye on him. Aziraphale squeezed the 
shirt out, and the merlotl climbed out of the water and parked himself on the shore rather than 
immediately dive back into the water. So close, his tail nearly brushed along the undersides 
of Aziraphale’s boots. Instead, he wove his head through the air, almost like a snake. /t, he 
chided himself again. Aziraphale supposed his eyesight mustn’t be terribly good. He smiled 
and employed a soothing tone: “Hello.” 


The merlotl before him teetered back and forth, as if considering dipping back into the water, 
but— 


A cool, damp hand pressed against his ribcage. Aziraphale sucked in a sharp breath. He held 
perfectly still. Those claws didn’t seem sharp, but the merlotl looked strong. Aziraphale 
squirmed as the webbing between those fingers tickled against his skin. He let out a breathy 
laugh as he realized what this was about. 


“No, I don’t have gills.” The corners of the merlotl’s mouth pulled back and its eyes 
narrowed. Aziraphale knew there was no way it could understand him. The creature touched 
its own chest, just underneath the last slash of a gill. A swift motion—again, so much like a 
snake—and he circled around behind Aziraphale, searching through his hair. “I don’t have 
those either, I’m afraid.” He didn’t move as those claws carded through his damp curls. “No 
external gills at all, no way to filter out any nasties that get into your water. I do apologize. I 
hope I didn’t befoul your home too much.” Aziraphale kept his tone steady and soft. 


Suddenly, he was being treated to the flex of those gill stalks, right in his face—a rather up- 
close-and-personal demonstration—before the creature dove back into the pond. It stayed 
under for several moments before rising back up, flicking its stalks again. This time when it 
broke the surface, it reared up until the water sat where his waist would be, if it were human. 
It brushed its thumb along the lower edge of its ribcage and then it sank down again, leaving 
his head above water. 


“Oh.” Aziraphale was breathless as the merlotl demonstrated this again for him. Making sure 
he understood. As soon as it—he heard the noise of comprehension, he was back on shore 
again, shaking Aziraphale’s discarded shirt in one hand. “Oh, you thought I was injured. You 
thought I couldn’t breathe!” He clasped his hands together in delight. 


Aziraphale was nearly delirious with the ramifications, the implications. He had never 
believed merlotl to lack intelligence, but it was quite another thing to see such a thing 
displayed. 


It also made him feel a little less lonely at the prospect of being stranded here. 


After a few more moments, the merlotl slipped under the water’s surface again, going deeper 
into the gloom, beyond Aziraphale’s sight. This time, he didn’t come back right away. 
Aziraphale could just hear a brief sound of the water’s surface rippling, and then nothing. 
Nothing but the sound of water dripping deeper within the caves. Aziraphale sighed and 
stripped off his clothes, hoping the bare bits of sunlight streaming in here would be enough to 
help them get dry before nightfall. 


38 2K ok 


Aziraphale had seen neither hide nor hair of his companion from yesterday. He had managed 
some amount of fitful sleep, but he was feeling tired—and he knew it would only get worse. 
He had to make the most of his strength now, while his supplies were fresh and he was 
relatively able to push himself. 


As Aziraphale estimated, he was relatively well off, considering the circumstances. He had a 
torch and an electric lantern, both solar-powered. He had enough iodine tablets to purify 
water for at least a month, if not longer. Plus, he had his physical water filters, and if he got 
desperate, he did have some fire starters. He didn’t have the full camping oven, which was a 
shame, but he did have a couple acetate heating elements, similar to the kind that might heat 
up a catering tray at a buffet table. If he forced himself to eat only once or twice a day, he had 
maybe enough food to last two-and-a-half weeks, if he didn’t mind being hungry. 


He was going to have to become acquainted with the idea of being hungry. While he certainly 
didn’t eat as much as he was used to while out on the trail, he’d never been totally miserable 
while out in the field. (Well, save for one very disastrous trip in Mongolia eight years back.) 


He had an assortment of protein and granola bars that he could break into pieces, and a good 
amount of jerky and assorted trail mix. Honestly, he was lucky he had this much food on him. 
In this instance, the move to the alternate campsite was a boon. He normally only brought a 
few snacks with him with his hiking pack, but he even had a bit of oatmeal, rice, and 
couscous that he could use for hot meals. 


He should have been saving his supplies, but Aziraphale dove in and went for a piece of 
chocolate coated in a bright-green candy shell from one of the trail mix bags. It made him 
feel the tiniest bit better for the moment, the burst of sweetness on his tongue. 


He’d eaten a little last night, but he hadn’t had much of an appetite, despite everything. It had 
been work to force himself to choke down half a protein bar. He had plenty of water now, at 
least. The filtration and iodine treatment had finished from where he’d left it to run overnight. 
He set up another gallon to filter through the system. 


“T do also have my markers.” He had a ridiculous amount of reflective markers, and a 
notebook. He could try to chart his way through the branches of these caves. If he was lucky, 
maybe he’d make it back to the surface. His satnav phone, he hoped, was still above ground 
broadcasting his last known location. Since there hadn't been any incidents in the last year 
and a half of their research, safety protocols had gotten a little lax. Aziraphale felt his 
stomach sink with dread as much as guilt. Michael and Gabriel would think nothing of not 
hearing from him for a week or even two. At least the satnav phone and some of his other 
gear, like the infrared monitors and motion sensors, meant someone would come looking for 
him eventually. If only to ensure several thousand pounds of university property wouldn't 
vanish completely. He couldn’t imagine Gabriel or Michael being terribly broken up over 
losing someone they viewed as overly sentimental for a scientist, but he did hope, at least, 
that they might name something at the college after him. A classroom, perhaps, out of 
professional courtesy. Maybe even a plaque out on the grounds, if he was lucky. Well, 
Michael would name a classroom after him; he’d be lucky if Gabriel named a broom 
cupboard after him. 


Sitting here and waiting for death seemed like a poor use of his time. Aziraphale clipped a 
torch to his belt and grabbed his pencils, a field notebook, and several of his reflective 
markers. 


The underground lake was vast, and it narrowed down into a stream that branched further 
underground. Aziraphale supposed a scuba group would be thrilled to map the waters here. 
He kept the light of his torch on the lowest setting while still being able to see where he was 
placing his feet. Aziraphale occasionally stopped to draw a bit more of the wall he was 
walking alongside (and felt slightly guilty for getting his human oils on the cave walls as he 
marked his progress). He started out by putting a reflective marker every twenty feet or so. It 
was slow, thorough going. Aziraphale tried not to think about what he’d do if he found a 
tunnel he couldn’t fit through. Hopefully there weren’t any predators using these caves as a 
den either. Well, aside from the merlotl. 


Eventually, there was another, smaller lake—more of a pond, really—and another vast room, 
though this time no sinkhole opened to the forest above. Impulsively, Aziraphale turned off 
the torch, and he was deep enough in that he was engulfed in total, complete darkness. There 
was nothing but the sound of his own heart and his own breathing and the nearby drip, drip, 
drip off a stalactite. Aziraphale flicked his torch on again, and he realized that there were 
three tunnels on the other side of this chamber. He made a sketch in his journal and marked 
the rightmost tunnel with a reflective yellow square before he pressed deeper into it. Without 
the sun, it was hard to tell the passage of time, and Aziraphale had foolishly left his watch 
back at the alpha base camp—he’d forgotten to put it back on the morning of his ill-fated 
venture—but he’d walked long enough that his feet ached, and he was starting to feel scared, 
despite all his precautions. He stopped and carefully ate some trail mix, making sure not a 
piece of it was spilled. 


Aziraphale waited a bit for the frictive heat in his feet to dissipate before he went deeper. 
There was another branching tunnel, though the one to the left only went a few feet before 
shrinking into such a low crawl space only a rodent could hope to squeeze its way beneath 
the rock shelf there. He kept following the twisting little paths, dutifully sketching, dutifully 
marking. On two occasions, he was surprised when he came back upon his own reflectors— 
completely unaware he had been taking a long, twisting path around a single structure. 


Aziraphale came to a stop when he saw something incredible. In one of the many branching 
chambers, he saw an absolutely enormous root, roughly as wide as his shoulders, boring 
through the stone wall and deep into the floor. There was no entry or exit point for him. It 
was merely the barest fraction of an incredibly old and powerful tree that had forced its way 
through rock, heedless of the greater forces of erosion and sediment. It was thick, and 
covered in all sorts of hairy fibers, and Aziraphale was quite certain some scientists would be 
content to give up modern society in order to study the ecosystem that must’ve been 
supported here. He could see other growths along it. Fungi, lichen, and doubtless countless 
nematodes and insects. He was just starting to wonder if any of the tubers or fungi he saw 
were edible when he realized he was hungry again. Or perhaps hungry still. 


There was a splash from a small, self-contained pool of water behind him, and Aziraphale 
jumped back, startled. He caught the shape of the merlotl, and the creature flinched away 
from the light of his torch. Aziraphale quickly pointed it away. “Oh! I’m terribly sorry!” The 
apology came out automatically. The creature didn’t slip away again, but Aziraphale couldn’t 
see how he had suddenly appeared. The water—barely more than a puddle it looked like, 
didn’t seem to be connected to anything else. The merlotl hauled himself out of the little hole 
and came at Aziraphale, snarling and hissing and clicking. Aziraphale backed up hastily, but 
the merlotl didn’t follow him, didn’t threaten him any further once he was between 
Aziraphale and the root. 


He held up his hands, notebook still wedged open in his fingers. “I understand! This is yours! 
Yours completely!” Clearly, this was a rich source of food for the merlotl. Likely the rest of 
his maelstrom, too. Aziraphale caught the flick of the very tip of that long, blunt tail, and then 
the creature relaxed, dropping his aggressive posture completely into something lazy. 
Aziraphale stood awkwardly for a moment. 


“Ah. Well. I guess I'll just be going.” Aziraphale felt exhausted now that the adrenaline was 
draining out of his system. He was tired, and the hunger in his belly was starting to gnaw at 
him inescapably. He needed a real meal. He carefully backed away, and he saw the merlotl 
slip headfirst into the puddle and out of sight, the clap of his wide tail casting a wave of water 
against the wall, drenching the little ecosystem. 


Aziraphale moved a bit more sluggishly on his return trip, but the different markers he’d left 
behind were comforting. There must be underground waterways too, Aziraphale realized. It 
was the only explanation for how the creature had suddenly appeared there. When he 
returned to the chamber with the second pond, he shone his torch through the water. Sure 
enough, there was a dark opening below the rocky shelf making up the “shore.” He wondered 
how far the caves went. Did the waters go farther? Did these creatures make their home and 
migrate from cavern to cavern? Following food sources? So many questions they had 
unsatisfying answers for. 


When he returned to the first pool of his landing, the quality of the murky light told him it 
was probably late afternoon. If he’d gone before the sun had risen... He’d probably been 
walking at least ten hours. Aziraphale suddenly felt hollowed out and spent. He had so Jittle 
to show for it. 


His hands were shaky as he pulled out the acetate burner and started fixing himself some rice. 
Combined with the shredded pork, he could make the world’s saddest imitation sushi. A 
smile crossed his lips at the thought. He would still ration out his food, he decided, but these 
first few days, he would give himself at least one proper meal a day to keep up his strength. It 
wouldn’t do him any good if he could survive for weeks, but was too weak to walk anywhere. 
As he waited for his piddly amount of water to come to heat, he studied his notebook. 
Aziraphale started sketching in fanciful names for some of the more memorable features. He 
paused, tracing his fingers over the spot the enormous root had burst through the cave like 
some part of a divine plan he wasn’t privy to. Aziraphale smiled and wrote: the tree of life. 
Now he just needed to find another such root and he could have the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil to go with it. 


Aziraphale made enough rice for four smallish rice balls. They weren’t quite the right type of 
rice for sushi, but they were just sticky enough to hold their shape for him to pretend. He 
didn’t have any seaweed of course, but the shredded pork made for good protein. Aziraphale 
arranged them neatly on his little makeshift plate. He sighed as he lifted the first to his 
mouth, and then moaned around the first bite. The rice was bland and the pork too salty, but it 
was good, and it took all of Aziraphale’s willpower to force himself to chew. To eat slowly. 
He groaned his way through the rest of it, uncaring about anything like manners. His 
eyelashes were damp by the time he swallowed the last bite of his faux-sushi. Aziraphale 
fished into his pack and took out a tangerine. One of two. His father, also a lover of camping, 
had always taught him to bring fruit when camping. It was extra space and weight, but on the 
hardest day of an excursion, it was as good as manna from heaven. 


Aziraphale peeled the fruit with an intense fervor, tossing aside the rind without thought. He 
peeled away a segment and shivered in anticipation. When his teeth cut into the flesh of the 
skin and the juice flooded his mouth, Aziraphale nearly sobbed. It was ambrosial, and 
nothing else mattered. Not being lost, not his aching feet, not his dire situation. All that 


mattered was the brightness on his tongue and the sweetness coating his lips. Aziraphale 
leaned back with a contented sort of sigh, slipping another segment into his mouth, followed 
by a moan. 


He nearly choked when he opened his eyes again. 


There was the merlotl. He hadn’t even heard him swim up, but there he was, head sticking up 
above the water, staring at him. Aziraphale looked down at his juice-covered hand, at the 
tangerine, segments trying to settle and fill now-vacant spaces, heavy and sweet. 


He delicately peeled off a sliver and slowly crept to the edge of the pond. The merlotl didn’t 
move. Aziraphale laid it down and then scooted just a little ways back. 


After a few agonizing seconds, the merlot! slunk back down until his shoulders were 
submerged, but he came closer, all but silent. Long fingers reached out and pulled the 
offering towards him, and Aziraphale held his breath, delighted when the creature slipped it 
into his mouth. He seemed to be chewing carefully, and he sank down so that only his eyes 
and a few of the fronds at the top of his head were sticking out of the water now. 


“Do you like it?” Aziraphale asked the question breathlessly, knowing he wouldn’t get an 
answer. 


He waited a few minutes before he stared down at his tangerine. Aziraphale peeled off one 
last sliver for himself, the smallest one, and then he crept closer and gave the rest of it away. 
Slowly, a pale hand reached out and, quick as a flash, it disappeared beneath the water. 


Aziraphale smiled as he watched the merlotl carefully peel the tangerine apart, his arms 
distorted through the water. There was a ripple along the water’s surface as he slipped it into 
his mouth and chewed. Slowly, the creature surfaced so that his head was above water again. 
He swallowed loudly and stuffed another sliver of tangerine into his mouth. Aziraphale gave 
a little smile and ate his own slice, nibbling at it daintily. He couldn’t help one last moan of 
satisfaction. 


When he opened his eyes, the merlotl’s fronds were flicking up and down. Almost 
thoughtfully. The creature slid another slice into his mouth and then closed his lips, letting 
out a low, deliberate hum, his eyebrows furrowing. 


Aziraphale chuckled and sucked the last trace of juice off his fingertips. “Copying me, are 
you?” 


The merlotl let out another hum, but his fronds flickered again after a moment, and he 
quickly devoured the rest of the tangerine. He also brought his hands out of the water and 
licked his palms and fingertips clean, showing off slivers of his pale tongue. Aziraphale 
glanced away. His eyes fell on the other tangerine. 


Before he could think about it, Aziraphale grabbed the fruit and rolled it into the pond 
towards the merlotl. The tangerine sank with a quiet plonk before bobbing back up at the 
surface. The merlotl squeaked and darted away underwater, before he too came back, 


bobbing more slowly. He drifted towards the tangerine, as if he expected the thing to make a 
run for it at any moment, and Aziraphale laughed. 


It was foolish. He already had such limited resources himself. He shouldn’t be so free with 
his supplies. And yet... he felt nothing but warmth in his chest as the merlotl opened his jaw 
and grabbed the tangerine with his teeth. Aziraphale held onto that dark gaze for a long, 
heart-stopping moment, drawn in by those completely black eyes—and then he was gone 
again. Vanished beneath the surface of the water. A thin ribbon of pink that Aziraphale could 
scarcely keep track of as he retreated. 


“Well, even if I die, I suppose this is something worthy of discovery.” He smiled a little sadly 
to himself. He knew it was a terrible idea to feed wildlife anywhere, but the merlotl was the 
only other living being he’d seen in this cave. Not even bats seemed to live here. Or at least 
nowhere he’d run across yet. Although Aziraphale suspected the presence of merlotl might be 
a deterrent to bats taking up residence here. They were probably a tasty treat for a merlotl 
lucky enough or crafty enough to get their hands on one. 


Aziraphale actually felt a bit lonely now that the merlotl was gone, and he shook his head. 
“Ridiculous. You’re here to study him. You might as well try and do that, while you’re able.” 
Aziraphale flipped towards the back of the notebook and wrote down a few observations. 
Healthy fully grown male. Trusting—food motivated. Perhaps that was something they could 
use in intelligence studies down the line. Aziraphale knew there were studies in corvids and 
primates that used food to test for problem-solving skills. It shouldn’t be too difficult to adapt 
that for an aquatic creature. He might look at some cetacean or cephalopod studies and see if 
there were any preexisting aquatic models for the same types of tests he could use or adapt. 
“Now that would be interesting — one terrestrial and one aquatic. Do they have different 
problem-solving skills for different terrains?” He could only hope that he would make it out 
of this cave so that he could come back and find answers to these questions. 


Eventually, it got dark, and Aziraphale doused his lamp, trying to save his batteries for 
tomorrow so it wouldn't need to charge so long. He stared at the patch of sky yawning above 
him, and he wished he knew more than just a few major constellations. This is what our 
ancestors used to do to pass the time. Television before the invention of television, as his 
father used to say. 


Aziraphale didn’t think sleep would ever come, but eventually his eyes grew tired, so he 
closed them in order to rest. He’d read a study somewhere, eons ago, that lying down, even if 
you couldn’t sleep, was more useful than pulling an all-nighter, and nearly as good as sleep. 
The details of what he'd read got hazier and hazier, replaced with the far-off sound of wind 
moving through the trees. 
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The next morning, Aziraphale groggily realized he wasn't alone as he was waking up. A good 
distance off, the merlotl was sitting on a rocky outcrop above the surface of the lake, 
observing him carefully. 


He reached over to pull on one of his shoes, but he yelped and jumped back when the ball of 
his foot connected with something hard and wet. 


"What the—?" He angled his boot so he could get a better glimpse into it. He couldn't make 
out what it was in the murky light, but something has definitely taken residence in the heel. 
He hoped it wasn't alive, although he doubted it. 


He froze as he heard what he’d thought of as a pre-threat display noise. That soft, hissing 
click of air. Khhkhhkhhkhhkh... The first warning before things got serious. 


He wasn't anywhere near the merlotl, so why was he giving off this display? What was this 
warning supposed to indicate? 


Aziraphale tipped his shoe, and a damp, hefty rock spilled into his palm. The noise only got 
stronger, and his neighbor? Companion? The merlotl lowered itself onto its belly. As if it 
were getting ready to push itself from the outcropping. He blinked at the stone in his hand. 
There was no way that had gotten into his shoe by natural means, and Aziraphale certainly 
hadn't put it in there himself, which only left... 


"You devil!" Aziraphale gasped, affronted by this behavior even though part of him was 
reeling from the implications. "Blackguard! You're /aughing at me aren't you!?" The noise in 
the back of the merlotl's throat persisted, and he turned slightly, sprawling on his side. "You 
think you're so funny! Like, like a crow harassing a bird of prey!" 


He slipped into the water, and Aziraphale finished getting on his shoes. He was surprised to 
see the merlotl pull up onto shore a short distance away, a bright, familiar tangerine stuck in 
his mouth. For a moment, Aziraphale thought of a golden retriever bringing back a tennis ball 
and suppressed a smile. 


The merlotl crawled a bit closer and then took the tangerine out of his mouth and placed it 
halfway between them, revealing tiny punctures in the thick skin from his teeth. Aziraphale 
looked down and then shook his head. And then he realized that gesture meant nothing to the 
other, so he delicately pushed it back towards the merlotl. “You can keep it. It’s yours.” 


“Nnnh-aa-iti!” The merlotl gave a few low clicks deep in his throat before he pushed the 
tangerine back towards Aziraphale again. When Aziraphale pushed it back, the merlot! darted 
a hand forward and dragged his claws over the surface of the tangerine without piercing it, 
deliberately avoiding the punctures his own teeth had left behind, and then he firmly placed it 
next to Aziraphale’s thigh. A moment later, he lowered his head and let out a few clicks 
again. 


Aziraphale blinked and looked down at the fruit. “Do you... want me to open it?” Aziraphale 
slowly picked up the fruit, and he saw the fronds flare and flicker briefly, that dark, 
unblinking gaze trained on him. Slowly, he worked his fingernail from the foothold the 
merlotl’s teeth had made. Aziraphale jumped as a soft sound emerged from the merlotl. It 
sounded a bit like the call of a chorus frog: That sound of a fingernail dragging along the 
teeth of a plastic comb—only much deeper. A stretch of air slowly dragged across the vocal 
cords in a guttural trill. 


“Well, I certainly hope that’s a happy noise.” Aziraphale smiled softly to himself as he 
discarded the outer layer of skin. He pulled away some of the stringy bits of the pith left 
behind and presented the freshly peeled tangerine to the merlotl, only realizing how foolish 


and unsafe the gesture was after the creature had already taken it out of his hand. The noise 
got louder, and he smiled as the merlotl eagerly split the fruit in half and shoved the halves 
back into Aziraphale’s hands. He laughed, even though he knew he was courting imprudence. 
Like so many travellers in America who mistook grizzly bears for teddy bears. 


“All right! All right, you layabout, I’ll peel them apart for you.” He let the first half rest in his 
lap as he started breaking off segments for the merlotl, who quickly started eating from his 
hand after the third segment. 


"Surely you could do this for yourself," Aziraphale said. The zoologist in him was privately 
despairing of so much human interaction with a wild creature, but... well, it didn’t seem wise 
to potentially upset him. While blunt, those claws could certainly do some damage, if he so 
chose. Not to mention the fact that he'd already almost been drowned by this creature. 
Though it seemed like that had been... a misunderstanding, if not an accident. 


And it was nice to not be completely by himself. It was silly, but less terrifying. “If you can 
live here, surely I can survive long enough until rescue comes.” Aziraphale stifled a giggle as 
the hint of a tongue flickered over his fingertips, chasing the juice. Gone in a flash as soon as 
he’d registered it. A damp weight pressed against his side, and Aziraphale chuckled again. 


“Pushy thing,” he tutted. He fed the merlotl from the remaining half of the tangerine. “I’m 
afraid this will be the last one.” He gave the merlotl a half smile. “I shan’t have much in the 
way of food to bribe you with. Just odds and ends, I suppose.” He smiled as the creature 
reached over and pulled a slice off for himself. “See? It’s not that hard—oh.” He wasn’t 
prepared for it to be offered back to him with more of that happy creaking. (At least he hoped 
it was a happy noise.) “Oh... thank you.” Aziraphale took the carefully offered slice and 
moaned softly as he slipped it between his lips. 


There was a gentle bump at his shoulder, and Aziraphale looked down at the merlotl’s head 
gently thumping against his shoulder. “Aren’t you sweet?” Aziraphale scolded himself 
mentally. He knew better than to personify wildlife. It was just the outward similarity that had 
him thinking this way. “Still, perhaps...” He was clever enough to play some sort of obtuse 
prank on Aziraphale. Perhaps they could communicate on some level? Birds were intelligent 
enough to do so after all. Why not a creature as mysterious and doubtlessly complicated as a 
merlotl? 


“Tangerine,” Aziraphale said, holding out one of the last slices. 


Those dark eyes blinked slowly. Aziraphale pulled it back slightly when the creature leaned 
in to snag the next slice. "Tangerine," Aziraphale insisted, speaking slowly and clearly. He 
repeated himself five more times, feeling increasingly stupid when the merlotl continued to 
stare unblinking at him, fronds working up and down. Then the creature dropped his gaze to 
Aziraphale's hand, and there were soft bursts of air from behind it's teeth. 7-hh. T-hh. Tuh. 


“Tan... chhhhhh... een?” The creature titled its head. Every sound seemed deliberate. 
Hovering on the edge of labored. “Tan. gine? Tan...chine...? Tahn. Jee. Een?” Aziraphale 
smiled. Clearly, there was some capacity for sound and speech, but he couldn't possibly 
expect this creature to know all the phonemes required for such a hopelessly cobbled together 
language as English. 


"Yes! Tangerine!" He handed over a slice. 


He reached down into the pool and drew up a fist dripping with water. “Water.” Aziraphale 
folded his pinky down with his thumb and flicked his hand through the air. 


“Ah. Thh. Aht. Eh.” Every sound ended in the most gentle exhalation. “Aht.” 


Aziraphale went over to his filtration set up, to make sure he was understood. He drank some 
water, spoke it, and paired it with the hand motion once again. He did it several more times as 
the creature watched him in silence. 


Finally, that pale, broad tail slipped into the pool and gave a great splash, water catching in 
the rays of sun cutting down from above, and he mimed the symbol back at him. 


“Yes! Oh, do you really understand me? You’re such a clever thing! Your kind must have its 
own sort of communication, hasn’t it?” 


The merlotl burbled back at him. Aziraphale sat back on his heels. What a thrilling discovery! 
Now, if he could only find his way out of here in order to share it. 


They built some more basic concepts. It was quite limited, to start off with. Yes (or 
permission ), water, food, eat, drink, and shoes (the creature was fascinated by them). 
Though it took some work, the merlotl seemed to take to the idea of sign language quite 
readily. The distinction between the action of eating and the actual food itself was one of the 
trickier bits to get through. Still, he picked up on the intended interpretation of their slowly 
growing vocabulary fairly readily. Aziraphale wished he had the time and resources to do 
some more nuanced testing of Crowley’s understanding. If nothing else, he’d probably find 
the various puzzles and tests for cognitive functioning highly enriching and amusing. They 
were working on none (or gone), which Aziraphale knew was a difficult concept for most 
animals, though he was heartened by the fact that parrots could express an adjacent 
understanding to the concept of zero. Surely this clever merlotl was smart enough for that? 


“Tan. Ch’ine.” His companion pressed the sounds out. Aziraphale held out both palms, 
pointing his fingertips downwards. 


“Sorry, they’re all gone. None.” He pulled over his pack and held it open for the merlotl to 
inspect. He repeated the gesture. “All gone. None left.” He hoped this wouldn’t anger his new 
cave mate. Aziraphale clasped his hands together nervously after a few moments, wringing 
them together. 


The merlotl’s eyes fell half-shut, but only for a moment. Slowly, he reached out one webbed 
hand, looking up at Aziraphale. His fingers hovered near the mouth of the bag. Aziraphale 
hesitated, but then he drew one finger down his cheek, just under his eye. “Yes, you can 
look.” He reasoned there wasn’t much in there at the moment that could be hurt or damaged. 
Just some odds and ends. Most of his important things were in the outer pockets, like his first 
aid kit, or small things that could easily get lost. His guest stayed perfectly still, so 
Aziraphale repeated the gesture. “Yes.” So slowly, the creature curled his fingers around the 
bag, and Aziraphale repeated the gesture again, his heart pounding with excitement. “Yes!” 


In a flash, the bag was snatched against the merlotl’s chest, and he was rooting around inside, 
frills flicking. The pack fell to the ground a moment later as the merlotl drew out a small bath 
towel that had been rolled up in the bottom of the pack. He sniffed it, apparently intrigued, 
but then he put it down. He crawled over to the bag and put his whole head into the opening, 
and Aziraphale let out a soft cry of dismay. 


The merlotl shot upright, and let out a noise of distress as something shifted within and hit 
him on the head. Aziraphale winced and approached the flailing creature with his arms held 
in front of him. 


“Now hold on.” The merlot! stilled as Aziraphale put his hands on his shoulder, though his 
chest was still heaving. Aziraphale worked carefully to help the merlotl free his head, being 
mindful of his frills. He would’ve hated to see the creature hurt himself or get hurt. 


It didn’t seem like any harm had been done from the first aid kit in the front pocket. The 
merlotl gave him a glance, then hunkered down so that he was at eye level with the pack, and 
he hissed at it, his frills fanning out in an impressive display. 


Aziraphale tried not to laugh. “Well, I didn’t tell you to shove your whole head into it!” The 
creature’s tail flickered against the stone floor in a rhythmic pattern of irritation. Tpp tppp tpp 


tpp. Tppp tpp tpp tpp. 


He looked up at Aziraphale again, with a slow, deliberate blink. He shifted his weight back 
on his long tail, his palms pointed out towards Aziraphale, fingertips pointing down. His eyes 
were half-lidded, and his frills took on a wilted sort of look. “Danj. Tri’nh.” 


“Tangerine,” Aziraphale confirmed, mirroring his palms to say gone. It was dizzying, how 
intelligent this creature was. Beyond his wildest expectations so far. (He didn’t judge the poor 
thing for not understanding his hiking pack. He could hardly fault the merlot! for being 
unfamiliar with the material objects of humans.) 


“Does your kind have names?” Isn t that a rather human assumption? “What should I call 
you?” Hesitantly, Aziraphale reached out and just barely placed his fingertips on the merlotl’s 
chest, holding his breath the whole time. This could still go very poorly at a moment’s notice. 
He hoped he wouldn’t end up losing any fingers. He tilted his head and raised his brows, 
trying to convey a question. He gave a sort of ambiguous hum. “Who are you?” 


The merlotl stared blankly at him, and Aziraphale looked down at his hand. He smiled. “How 
rude of me. I should be introducing myself first.” He gestured to his face, and then placed a 
hand on his chest. 


“Tm Aziraphale. Aziraphale.” 


He wet his lips and tried again: “Aziraphale.” He tapped his chest twice with his palm. He 
tried to stay very still as the merlotl crawled right in front of him, those black eyes two 
uncanny, curved mirrors. Aziraphale felt the gentle press of huge, blunt talons against his 
shirt, in the empty spaces between his fingers where there wasn’t any webbing. 


“Ah.” 


“Aziraphale,” he repeated softly. 


"Ah. Nnh. Eh. Ah. Nng. El." Aziraphale held his breath while the merlotl went through the 
sounds again, trying to fit them in a mouth that was either out of practice or was never 
designed for such a name as his. It started and ended with a sigh, the barest exhalation of 
sound, but the middle sounded like he was swallowing, choking on the syllable with a 
squeeze of air forcing a click through his throat. 


Aziraphale felt something painful twist in his chest. He had known humans to make less 
effort with his name. People who could speak it perfectly well if they just took the time to. 
They just didn’t think he was worth the bother. He felt his eyes water, and he knew he was 
going to start crying in a moment. “That’s it. Angel.” He pressed a hand to his chest again. 
“Angel. Ange/—try that?” 


“Ah. Eng. Ja? Ah. Ng. Jal. Ah-ng-jel. Ah-ji-eh? Ahn-ji-el. Ah en jel. Ahn chi el?” 
“Yes, yes, just so!” Aziraphale smiled, tears running down his cheeks. He wiped his face 
quickly. It stayed a three-syllable word, but the merlotl was able to pronounce angel with a 
little more ease. 


“Ah. Ji-el,” the merlotl pronounced again, the tip of his tail flicking against the ground. 


Yes , Aziraphale signaled briefly before he wrung his hands together again. He reached out 
again and lightly touched his fingertips to the merlotl’s chest. “And you?” 


He was met with a head tilt that looked alarmingly like consideration. The only sound was 
water deep in the belly of the cave and the quiet tap of a tailfin on rock. 


“Kh.” It didn’t sound quite like his laugh. “Khrrrr.” The merlotl tapped the ground with his 
fingertips. Alternating hands. It was fascinating to watch. He didn’t drum them individually, 
just moved them all as one. Aziraphale wondered if it was due to his webbed fingers. “Khrrr. 
Ah. Li,” he forced out the sounds slowly. “Khrrrroah’li,” he said again, a little more 
confidently. “Khr-ah-li.” 


“Crowley?” Aziraphale tried. 
The merlotl reached up and traced one finger down in a straight line beneath one eye. Yes. 


“Crowley,” Aziraphale repeated, smiling brightly. “It’s nice to meet you.” 


38 2K 3k 


Crowley seemed eager to talk with him, to build a shared language. Some parts were verbal, 
but he seemed to slip into using hand gestures more easily. He also seemed to have a 
predilection for words with three syllables, for those he did speak aloud. Aziraphale wasn’t 
sure if it was something physiological, or something to do with how Crowley experienced his 
own mind. 


Rather than fatigued, as some animals got with learning new skills (Aziraphale hesitated to 
think of this as “training” in a traditional sense), Crowley was voracious. Aziraphale hoped 


he would get the chance to see Crowley interact with other merlotl, so he could get a better 
sense of how their communication worked. 


They were attempting to establish what was either come here, come with , or follow me. 
Aziraphale had taken the symbol they were building to mean the latter, but Crowley seemed 
to be annoyed with the way he continued to follow after crossing the initial distance. 


“We really ought to have a way to say no ,” Aziraphale thought to himself aloud. Defiantly, 
he made the gesture for follow me —and he grabbed his torch, wandering back into the tunnel 
he had mapped out the previous day. 


He followed the markers, smiling as he heard Crowley follow him. He hoped the other would 
guess what he was going to do as he went down the tunnel that separated him from the waters 
of their previously shared space. 


Aziraphale breathed a sigh of relief as the light from his torch briefly caught on pure black 
eyes. He quickly averted the beam. Crowley’s eyes were clearly photosensitive; it wouldn’t 
do to overly expose him to the light. 


Aziraphale glanced at the merlotl’s head poking out of the nearly invisible egress he’d seen 
last time. Aziraphale steeled himself and approached the root. 


As predicted, Crowley launched himself out of the small pool like a bullet, his gill stalks 
flaring to their fullest, as he snarled and bared his teeth, positioning himself between 
Aziraphale and the root, advancing on him. Aziraphale quickly drew a cross over the hollow 
of his neck, a tiny x , and then retreated without turning his back. 


Just like before, it was like a switch had been flipped. Crowley was utterly calm and non- 
hostile. Aziraphale wet his lips and advanced again. A deep growl rumbled menacingly 
through the chamber this time. Aziraphale made the gesture at the base of his throat again and 
backed off. 


He waited until Crowley relaxed again, though he wasn’t quite as easygoing as before. He 
kept his gaze trained on Aziraphale. He swallowed and waited another few minutes, and then 
he stepped forward again. 


It was almost instantaneous, Crowley exploded into life and snarled. Claws wrapped around 
his forearm and around his waist as the merlotl steadied himself to bare his terrible teeth right 
at Aziraphale’s navel. Legs shaking, Aziraphale drew an x at his throat again and stepped 
backwards, out of the painfully strong grip. Crowley let him go, falling to the ground with a 
heavy thud and the wet slap of his palms. It confirmed what he knew. Crowley was strong, 
but at a bit of a disadvantage on land. He could still easily overpower Aziraphale, however, 
and kill him. He watched the tip of Crowley’s tail beat an angry tattoo against the stone. The 
merlotl peered at him from the corner of his gaze, and then crawled over to sit curled in front 
of the root. 


Aziraphale stepped forward again, this time ignoring the threat display. His heart sank as he 
got closer and closer to Crowley. Please. Please, you’re so smart. He lifted a finger up to the 


hollow of his throat. Please, don t kill me. He slashed a tiny x there as he moved closer to the 
merlotl, who looked like he was getting ready to pounce for real. 


Crowley’s eyes widened, and his muscles rippled. Aziraphale tensed even as his mind 
screamed at him he should relax his muscles to minimize any damage from impact, barely 
moving forward anymore. Then, Crowley jerkily slashed an x across his throat, using the 
edge of his whole hand. Aziraphale came to an immediate stop, heart pounding. They stared 
at one another, the end of Crowley’s tail flicking in a slower pattern. 


Crowley didn’t look like a spring wound under pressure anymore. He clasped his fingers 
open and shut into a fist, pulling his wrist back at the same time. Then he signed yes again. 


“Ah-en-gel.” 


Aziraphale cautiously took a step forward, and Crowley drew a finger down his cheek once 
more. Then he repeated the gesture which Aziraphale took to mean come here. Aziraphale 
walked forward until Crowley traced an x at the base of his throat. Crowley clicked out his 
low laughter as Aziraphale came to an ungainly stop. He gestured for Aziraphale to come 
closer again, paired with an eager flick of his tail. 


Crowley signed no again and clicked hysterically when Aziraphale stopped. He gestured for 
Aziraphale to approach again almost immediately. Now that Crowley understood the sign had 
power, it was a game. How close would he let Aziraphale get before he said no ? At one 
point, Aziraphale was standing next to the root with an outstretched hand, and Crowley 
signed no before he could touch it, clicking so furiously with laughter he could scarcely 
breathe. 


Aziraphale chuckled hesitantly as well. He might not do any serious mapping today, but they 
did at least have a rudimentary means of communication. Aziraphale felt guilty, elated, and 
lonely all at once. But he might be able to help you. He might help you to survive. 


He wondered where Crowley’s family was. Merlotl had been observed living in groups in the 
past. Was that not a permanent feature of their lives? Was that only seasonal? “I wish we 
knew more about your kind...” 


Aziraphale fantasized, briefly, about a fluent language where he and Crowley could talk 
about complex subjects. Like migratory patterns or the overall social structure that 
maelstroms of his kind adhered to. Anthropologists have it so easy. They can just ask their 
subjects about their experiences. He knew that was a vast oversimplification, but he didn’t 
have any of his colleagues from the Department of Social Anthropology here to scold him, 
either. 


They played their game of yes and no a little longer, but Crowley eventually got bored with 
it. He sniffed audibly and then dove back into the puddle. A few moments later, the very top 
of his head stuck out of it again. Aziraphale grabbed his torch and turned to head back to the 
main chamber. They should probably figure out a way to signify that too. “I’m going to head 
back.” He let out a quiet squawk as he felt water splash over the back of his calves. Crowley 
had apparently decided to water his little garden again. He clicked ever so quietly to himself 
as his head sank back under the waterline. 


“Hrmph. Scoundrel.” Aziraphale straightened his shirt and started to retrace his path back to 
the other chamber. He hoped Crowley wouldn’t be gone too long, but he supposed the merlotl 
had to eat. Perhaps check on other areas in his territory, if this was his. 


He didn’t see Crowley in the pond of the adjoining chamber to where he fell, and Aziraphale 
tried not to feel too disappointed. “I’m sure he must be getting mentally fatigued. A break 
would be welcome at this point I’m sure.” Aziraphale was feeling a bit tired himself after all 
the excitement of establishing the word no . 


He settled in to cook up more rice and shredded pork. A lesser amount this time, but he 
couldn’t deny the allure of hot food. “Funny how hungry a person can become in such a short 
amount of time.” Aziraphale touched his soft belly. He hoped he would have enough strength 
to find a way out. He was stronger than he looked, but he wasn’t a good climber, if that was 
the only sort of exit available to him. Even if someone were to lower a rope through the 
opening above the main chamber, he doubted he could pull himself up. He shuddered as he 
flashed back to primary school and the particularly sadistic physical education instructor he’d 
had. 


Aziraphale looked around after he’d eaten. If Crowley wasn’t going to come back anytime 
soon, perhaps he ought to go exploring again? Judging by the sun, it was later than expected, 
but did that really matter underground? He flipped open his field journal and decided he 
needed to better distinguish between land and water, or else he’d end up confused when he 
tried to piece things together later. Aziraphale happened to have a few colored pencils in his 
pack. Most of them had been lost in the tumble, but he had a green, white, orange, and grey 
one at his disposal. He used the grey one to lightly hatch in the waterways on his map. 
“Crowley,” he mused to himself quietly as he salvaged his own handiwork. He wondered if 
that was what merlotl called themselves, or if that was really his name. Or could it mean 
something else entirely? His social standing, perhaps? He flipped swiftly to one of the back 
pages and started sketching. This was one of his favorite parts of doing fieldwork. He was a 
fair hand at doodling; making his own illustrations had always been his favorite part of his 
scientific projects in school. From primary to his doctorate. Even if he was a far cry from a 
master like Michelangelo, he loved to draw the things he observed. Part of his downfall in 
this case, since he’d been following those rare birds to see if he could draw them properly. 


Here, he used the grey as a very light guide to lay down some basic shapes. A head, a torso, 
two arms—Aziraphale hesitated as he sketched lower. He wasn’t quite sure where the pelvis 
was hiding on Crowley. He’d have to do some more observations before he could decide. He 
wondered if it was completely detached like a whale or a dolphin’s. He sketched out a rather 
general coil. He traced out the fin that started partway down Crowley’s tail and wrapped 
around the tip before it disappeared again. He took out his mechanical pencil and started to 
work in some details over his guidelines. For now it was gestural; he’d have to see if he could 
get a better look at Crowley’s face, but he started in on the hands once he’d gotten a general 
outline of the body sketched out. He started with the claws and then added the webbing 
between his fingers. He was just adding the suggestions of gill slits to the torso when he 
heard the sound of water rushing as Crowley emerged from under the water’s surface. 


““Ah-en-gel!”” He swam over to the edge of the pond. He didn’t crawl out, though he did cross 
his arms and relax, resting his chin comfortably on his crossed wrists. Aziraphale thought he 


wouldn’t have looked out of place lounging on a pool float. One of those awful, clear couch- 
like monstrosities that Aziraphale could never quite seem to keep his balance on. 


“Hullo, Crowley.” He felt a rush of joy. A giddy happiness he couldn’t contain. He ended up 
wiggling as he tried to tell the slippery, excited thing in his chest to be still. But was it wrong 
to be excited? This was like something out of his favorite stories as a child. If he weren’t 
trapped, it would almost be an adventure. (Was that the difference between adventure and 
horror? That the hero always had a way to go home in an adventure?) 


Crowley studied him from his position by the water’s edge, the rest of him stretched out in a 
long, easy ribbon behind him. Aziraphale worked quickly to try and capture the merlotl’s 
features. His dark, wide-set eyes. His fronds. The tiny pattern of scales where the frills grew 
from the side of his face. It was a decent likeness, he thought proudly. Even though it was far 
from finished, he approached the edge of the pool and held the page open for inspection. 


“Crowley.” He pointed at the image. “See? That’s you.” He pointed at the merlotl and said his 
name again. 


Crowley lifted his head, tilting it this way and that. He darted his head from side to side, 
getting closer and then further away as he looked at the offering. Aziraphale felt a little bit of 
his enthusiasm dampen. 


“Oh, is it hard for you to see? I’m sorry.” He felt disappointed. He’d wondered what Crowley 
would make of a drawing of himself. Though Aziraphale doubted he knew what he looked 
like. Another interesting test. How would he react to a reflection of himself? Or would that 
run into the same problem? Would his vision not be able to pick it up? 


Aziraphale slowly closed his book. He hoped he hadn’t confused the poor thing. It was a 
foolish idea, really. They were only just establishing their communication. He shouldn’t have 
been trying to muddy the waters. 


“How’ve you been today, dear? Did you eat?” He pointed at Crowley and made the sign for 
eat . Crowley lazily drew a finger down his cheek in response. 


“That’s good,” Aziraphale sighed in relief, tension leaving his shoulders. He crossed his legs 
and settled back against the stone. 


“You know, Michael and Gabriel will never believe this. Well, Gabriel won’t. Michael can’t 
deny what’s in front of her face. You’re a remarkable creature. Your knack for language is 
incredible.” 


“...Tan’cheen?” Crowley lowed the question tentatively. Aziraphale felt his heart twist. He 
gave a sad smile and made the symbol for gone once more. 


“Tangerine,” he confirmed. “All gone. None left, I’m sorry.” He wished he did have more. 
Crowley sighed and rolled over, floating on his back, his belly an endless, pale pathway 
beneath the water’s surface. He almost looked like a surly teen at an exceptionally boring 
pool party, from the waist up. 


“You know if I had any, I’d share with you,” Aziraphale promised. Crowley closed his eyes, 
his fronds flicking once up and down. He tipped his chin up a moment later, and Aziraphale 
found himself captivated by those dark eyes. He wondered where Crowley’s irises ended and 
his sclera began. He couldn’t even tell how big Crowley’s pupils were. 


“T suppose I must look quite the sight to you, upside down,” Aziraphale finally said, to fill the 
silence. “Human beings are frightfully ridiculous, I’m afraid. The alternate angle won’t help 
any, I suspect.” 


“Hyu?” The very tip of Crowley’s tail broke the surface of the water, his pink sail billowing 
gently as he pulled it back under. 


“Have you ever seen a human before? Oh, I wish you could answer more of my questions.” 
Aziraphale twisted his fingers around the very tip of his middle finger on the other hand. 


Without moving, Crowley flexed his hand at Aziraphale. Come here. 


Aziraphale frowned and immediately moved closer to the water’s edge. ““What is it?” All at 
once, Crowley flipped over and dove down to the bottom of the water. Aziraphale could 
barely make out his shape, he was so deep. It wasn’t long before Crowley surfaced again, 
holding his hands to his chest, as though he were cradling something. He jolted his hands 
after it and pulled it to his chest again. Whatever it was must’ve been slippery. Could it be a 
frog? A fish? Crowley gestured come here again as he frantically juggled whatever creature 
he was holding. 


Instinctively, Aziraphale held his hands out, cupping them to receive whatever Crowley had 
caught. There wasn’t much that made him squeamish in the animal kingdom or otherwise. 
The merlotl swam a little closer, his own hands cupping his prisoner carefully. His wet skin 
brushed against Aziraphale’s palms as he moved to dump the creature into his hands, only... 


“You haven’t given me anything.” Aziraphale blinked slowly and then looked up at Crowley, 
who started clicking so furiously his head nearly submerged underwater again. Aziraphale 
raised an eyebrow and turned his empty palms, fingertips down, for Crowley’s inspection. He 
started laughing harder, and he signed yes with a shaky hand. Kh kh kh kh kh kh kh! 


Despite himself, Aziraphale smiled, looking away. “You silly bugger,” he laughed quietly. 
Any disappointment at not seeing a new fish or frog quietly disappeared. “You have a very 
strange sense of humor.” He looked back at Crowley. “I only wish I could think of some 
games for us to play. I suppose J spy, would be a bit difficult, considering the circumstances.” 
The merlotl croaked low in his throat and then hauled himself out of the pond, stretching out 
before pulling into something of a relaxed curve. The tip of his tail laid perfectly so that his 
entire fin was on display, the dorsal and the ventral sides. Aziraphale wondered if it would be 
considered rude to continue to sketch Crowley if he couldn’t appreciate it. Maybe he ought to 
wait. He did make a mental note of where Crowley was settling his weight for now. The 
merlotl tossed his head back, and a spray of droplets caught on the last rays of sunlight 
cutting into the chamber. He crawled over to Aziraphale’s things, and he widened his eyes at 
the pack. Crowley smacked his palm down on it and made those tiny, gulping noises followed 
by a click of air. His hand nearly went through to the ground, it was so empty. 


“Really,” Aziraphale tsked lightly. Crowley looked over curiously at the sound. He let out a 
curious pattern of nearly a dozen clicks or so. Aziraphale felt himself blush. “I’m sorry, I 
don’t really... that’s not a sound we use a lot, in my language. I’m sorry if I got your hopes 
up.” Crowley repeated the sounds again. It almost sounded like knuckles against a door—just 
wetter. 


“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” Aziraphale shook his head slightly. “Here, let me show you 
what that’s for.” He walked over and gently picked up his backpack. He looked around at his 
supplies, still mostly spread out from when he was taking inventory. Aziraphale started 
carefully repacking his things. It probably wouldn’t do to leave them all out to tempt Crowley 
anyway. He’d already proven he was interested in human items, and he was clearly a scamp 
and a scoundrel. 


Crowley let out a slightly higher-pitched, clearer series of clicks. “Ah... en-gel?” 


“You'll see,” Aziraphale said mysteriously. He finished shifting a few things around, and then 
he slipped his arms through the straps on his shoulders. 


Crowley jerked back from him as he adjusted the weight on his back, his frills spreading as 
wide as they could go. “It’s all right, I promise!” Aziraphale said, holding up his hands. 
Slowly, he got to his feet and then turned around for Crowley’s inspection, turning in place 
several times. “See?” He reached behind himself and used his hands to briefly support the 
bottom of the pack. He turned back to face Crowley and made their gesture for none. “My 
hands are free. I can do other things with them. And I can carry more things this way.” He 
wiggled his fingers before he slipped the bag off his shoulders again. He held it out to 
Crowley for inspection, but the merlotl just hissed at it and leaned as far back as he could. 
Aziraphale chuckled. “I see we haven’t forgiven it since this morning.” He walked back over 
to his little spot and rested the pack against one of the thicker stalagmites. 


“Anyway, that’s my backpack.” 


“Guh. Kh.” Crowley made that half-choking, half-gulping sound again as he tried to imitate 
Aziraphale. Aziraphale smiled and drew both of his thumbs up his chest where the straps had 
lain. 


“That’s right, backpack.” 


“Kaiih.” Crowley copied his sign. Aziraphale smiled again and signed yes back at Crowley. 
The merlotl flapped his tail along the ground, his dark eyes scanning their surroundings. He 
crawled over to Aziraphale, and Crowley reached over to knock down his torch that he’d set 
to recharge in the sunlight. 


“T say! Don’t be rude!” Aziraphale reached over to snatch it up quickly, though it did give 
him an idea. It wasn’t exactly a game, but it was something like. He flicked on the torch and 
shone the beam over towards a darker area of the cave. Aziraphale held the torch up at his 
shoulder and lifted his other hand in front of it. “Oh? Who’s this? Why it looks like a friend.” 
Aziraphale smiled as Crowley went very still, transfixed by the sight on the wall. “Why, it’s 
me old, furry friend—Harry the Rabbit!” Aziraphale moved his hand a bit further away from 
the source of the light, and the facsimile of the rabbit got smaller. Crowley crawled over to 


the wall and brushed his hand over it. His frills spasmed in apparent dismay when he only 
encountered stone. The merlotl pulled his hand back and stared at the shadows playing over 
the back of his wrist. Aziraphale twitched the “ears” up and down. Crowley started crawling 
back towards him determinedly, though he kept his head lowered to avoid direct exposure to 
the light. He reached up when he was close enough and pulled down Aziraphale’s hand, 
inspecting it. He flipped it over, running his claws and then the back of his webs down 
Aziraphale’s palm. Aziraphale tried not to laugh. He pulled free and changed the shape of his 
hand, working his pinky up and down to act as a mouth. “And here’s... Dog.” He faltered at 
coming up with another name on the spot. “Pity I didn’t have one with me. They could’ve 
gone for help. I suppose that only happens in books or movies, unless the dog is trained.” 
Aziraphale entertained the fantasy of having a work dog with them, but he kept envisioning 
all the ways such a hound could wreak havoc on some of the delicate ecosystems here. Or 
eating the wrong sort of plant and getting sick. 


“T wonder what you’d make of a real dog,” he mused aloud. “Would you find them 
intimidating? Appetizing? Would you make a new friend?” Crowley seemed to be accepting 
Aziraphale readily enough. Aziraphale braced the torch between his cheek and shoulder, and 
he hooked his thumbs together to form a bird, flapping its wings. Crowley’s fronds stuck up 
at that, and he seemed especially intrigued. A moment later, he reached up and pulled 
Aziraphale’s hands down, still staring at the wall. Without missing a beat, Crowley held up 
his own webbed hand and studied the resulting shadow. He flipped his hand over. The 
webbing only partially blocked the light, so it made an interesting shape. Coupled with the 
impressive curve of Crowley’s claws, Aziraphale was captivated. 


Aziraphale gasped in delight as Crowley flexed his hand, and then curved his fingers. He 
wiggled and writhed his hand about, though Aziraphale wasn’t sure if he was attempting to 
recreate anything in particular, or if he was just enjoying the shapes. He laughed when 
Crowley curled back on his tail and lifted the very tip of his fin and waved it about. 


“Well, that looks like a sea cucumber,” he chuckled. Crowley hummed softly and waved his 
tail back and forth sinuously. Then he reached up and covered the end of the torch with his 
hand, the webbing encasing it entirely. Crowley seemed disappointed when this made shadow 
work impossible. 


Aziraphale clicked the torch off with some regret. “I ought to save the battery and let it finish 
charging, while there’s a bit of light left.” He let it stand back up in the last patch of sun. 
Crowley reached out and tugged at the hem on his shorts with a soft clicking noise. One that 
mimicked the torch’s switch perfectly. 


“Perhaps tomorrow we can do more.” Aziraphale patted Crowley on the wrist gently. He 
hesitated and made the gone symbol. It was the closest equivalent he could think of to 
explain. 


Crowley’s frills drooped a bit, but he recovered. Aziraphale smiled and made his way over to 
his freshly reorganized pack, and he pulled out a protein bar. The foil seemed impossibly loud 
and unnatural in this place. Crowley studied him and titled his head. You eat, he signed. 
Aziraphale thought it might be a question, so he signed yes. 


“I know, most creatures in the animal kingdom only eat once a day.” He smiled 
apologetically. “I’m afraid humans are very poorly designed, and we need sustenance several 
times a day.” He nibbled on the mostly bland protein bar, taking in the grainy texture and the 
figgy fruit layer sandwiched in between. He chewed as slowly as possible. He broke off a 
comer and held it out to Crowley. He sniffed at it curiously before he ate it right out of 
Aziraphale’s fingers. Crowley worked his jaw up and down, smacking his lips a few times 
after. Aziraphale went very still as Crowley crawled behind him and started sniffing at his 
hair. He wasn’t sure what information the merlotl was looking for, but Crowley gave one last 
sniff and then started pulling himself back towards the water. 


“Are you going for the evening?” Aziraphale smiled softly. “That’s all right. I appreciate you 
keeping me company.” Crowley slipped headfirst into the water, barely making a sound. The 
sky overhead was starting to turn a darker blue, and only the barest slivers of pale light were 
making their way down into the cavern. 


It was surprising how empty the chamber felt without Crowley in it. Aziraphale rubbed the 
back of his neck and stretched his shoulders. For how little they could communicate, 
Crowley’s presence filled a room. The absence of him—and all his mischief—felt like a 
storm front moving out. A palpable change in barometric pressure. A faint smile crept over 
his lips. It was silly, but perhaps it wasn’t so surprising given that Crowley was the only thing 
he had for company. He was glad the merlotl was friendly. He wasn’t sure if this was part of 
Crowley’s territory, or if he was just coming back to check on Aziraphale because he was a 
novelty in the environment—something he clearly loved. 


“A mystery wrapped in a conundrum inside an enigma,” he murmured aloud. “At least I 
know he’s an enigma with hips now,” Aziraphale chuckled. He thought he had a fairly good 
idea of where Crowley’s pelvis resided now, based on where he naturally seemed to settle his 
weight and when he’d rocked back to lift his tail. He still envied Crowley’s obvious 
flexibility. He wondered how tightly he could wind his tail up. Surely there were some 
limitations? Was his tail meant to be a rudder? A source of power? Stability? He’d give a 
year’s wages to have an underwater camera he could use to get footage of Crowley’s 
swimming. He’d pay the next year’s wages for some merlot] DNA. 


Aziraphale settled back and started unbuttoning his shirt. It wasn’t a real bath, but he could at 
least splash some water over the sweatier parts of his body and try and refresh himself a bit. 
Tomorrow, he’d redouble his efforts to find a way out. Before he went to bed, he would jot 
down the latest discoveries and observations. His mouth twisted fondly as he thought of 
observation number one: a strong, if impenetrable, sense of humor. 
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When Aziraphale woke up the next day, he was alone. Despite this fact, he made sure to 
examine his shoe carefully as he got dressed after he splashed a bit of clean water over his 
face and chest and under his arms. He prepared a breakfast of oatmeal. The packet was 
cinnamon flavored, and there were even dried apples in it. Aziraphale carefully sorted his 
trash into a ziplock bag and squeezed out the air afterwards. He tucked it into the bottom of 
his pack. So far it mostly consisted of various wrappers. A sign of optimism that he would 
eventually leave. 


He was glad that he still had fuel to cook with, but he knew his supply was limited. Hopefully 
he would be gone before he exhausted his ability to prepare a hot meal. Everything would 
work out fine, and this would all be a hilarious misadventure he could regale horrified grad 
students with someday. 


Aziraphale wished he had more tangerines. That would’ve been an excellent supplement to 
his breakfast. Still, he couldn’t begrudge having shared them with Crowley. Not if it had 
cemented their... if not friendship, their association. He packed a protein bar and some trail 
mix into his satchel for the day ahead, and plenty of bottled water. He’d been lax yesterday, 
so he had to make an especially strong effort today. Once he was all set, he headed out of his 
sleeping chamber and stopped, surprised to see Crowley waiting in the waterway that 
connected this pond to the other. 


“Oh, Crowley!” He smiled warmly. “Good morning.” 


Crowley turned sideways and tilted his head. He seemed to be considering Aziraphale’s 
attire. He ran his thumbs over his chest, as if tracing invisible suspenders. Aziraphale smiled, 
“Yes, this is a type of bag, very good! Aren’t you clever?” Yes, he added, tracing a line down 
his cheek, to make sure Crowley understood. The merlotl tilted his head again, and his 
feathery stalks flicked. 


“T don’t suppose you know a way out of here, do you?” Aziraphale glanced back, the gaping 
chasm to the sky was visible behind him. He placed a hand on his chest, then turned to point 
up at the opening that had given him a one-way trip into Crowley’s world. “I need out.” He 
walked a bit closer to the entry of the room where he fell, just to make it unambiguously clear 
to Crowley what he was referring to. “Angel’”—he gestured to himself—“needs out there.” 
He gestured up to the vast sinkhole opening again. 


Crowley seemed to think for a moment, and then he signed for Aziraphale to follow him. 
Aziraphale clasped his hands together, and then he moved to obey. Perhaps Crowley would 
show him a way out? Or to a food source? The merlotl swam slowly. Almost comedically so, 
but Aziraphale was thankful since it was a bit slow going on unfamiliar terrain, and Crowley 
was incredibly patient, even lingering when Aziraphale stopped to sketch out his map. 
Eventually, they reached a much wider part of the underground waterway. It wasn’t quite a 
lake, but it looked like it was a mouth to a larger waterway—or it had been, once. Aziraphale 
could see a cave-in at the end of the tunnel. Crowley stuck his head out of the water and let 
out an alarmed sort of trill, or perhaps it was dismay. 


He swam right up to the boulders crowding into the river, and he vainly tried to move a few. 
Aziraphale saw a few faint slivers of light peeking through at the top, but the wall of stone 
looked quite solid indeed. He could see the evidence of some roots and flora growing on the 
outside of the cave as well. There were curtains of stringy moss, and some of the rocks were 
coated in a thick green fuzz. Crowley gave up his struggle for a smaller rock, which he 
managed to dislodge, but that caused several other boulders within the immediate area to fall 
down. Aziraphale cried out as Crowley only just managed to slip out of the way. Aziraphale 
knelt down and reached over to touch Crowley’s shoulder and he signed xo at the merlotl. 
He’d have to find another way out. 


The cave-in went too deep. At least twelve feet that he could see, and who even knew how 
far it extended outside? Crowley lowered his upper lids, as if he were sleepy, or even the 
incidental sunlight was uncomfortable. Aziraphale couldn’t fault Crowley if he was tired. 
Such work and effort of moving stone—and all for nothing. 


“Thank you, my dear. I’m sure you couldn’t have known.” It must’ve happened at some point 
during the rainy season. It made Aziraphale wonder, though. He’d thought merlotl did, at 
least to some extent, leave their caves for additional foraging, even if they didn’t go terribly 
far. They preferred their caves for protection, even ages after the megafauna that used to 
predate on them were gone. Did Crowley... not leave his cave? Had he not left since he’d 
encountered Aziraphale? Had Crowley become separated from his social group by a landslide 
like this? Did he no longer have an exit? Only... Crowley didn’t seem to understand what he 
was seeing here. How puzzling. In any event, while Aziraphale was stronger than he looked, 
he was no engineer, nor did he have the proper tools to attempt such an excavation. He would 
have to find another way out. 


Aziraphale smiled weakly at Crowley and made some updates to his map. He looked 
longingly at one of the winks of sunlight before turning to Crowley. “Well, shall we?” He 
didn’t expect an answer, but he started walking. Instead of backtracking entirely, Aziraphale 
decided he might as well explore this new area deeper. There was a sound of the water’s 
surface being disturbed. 


“Ah-ji-el!” Aziraphale turned, and Crowley was signing at him to follow again, in the 
opposite direction. Aziraphale glanced at the waterway and back to Crowley, his brows 
furrowed. 


“We’ve already been that way?” 
“Ah-en-gel!”’ He signaled again. Aziraphale sighed and turned to follow Crowley. 
“Fine, fine, we can have it your way. Do you know another way out?” 


He didn’t really expect an answer, but Crowley was already propelling himself down the 
waterway. He had to lengthen his stride to keep up. Unlike before, Crowley didn’t slow down 
nearly as much. It was all Aziraphale could do to slap up reflective markers as Crowley 
powered steadily down a separate branch, deeper into the cave, away from where Aziraphale 
would’ ve guessed any entrances to be. He wished Crowley would stop and let him sketch out 
the pathway, but he kept on at a steady pace. He didn’t even look back when Aziraphale 
shouted his name. 


It didn’t feel like a game. (Aziraphale wasn’t enjoying himself, at any rate.) There was none 
of the mischief or laughter that Crowley had displayed so readily. This seemed to be 
determination. A single-minded concentration that Aziraphale hadn’t seen. This wasn’t like 
their leisurely stroll before, where Aziraphale had narrated his actions and kept up half of an 
idle conversation. 


He wasn’t sure how long he’d been following Crowley away from the most promising signs 
of exit. Aziraphale’s breathing was labored as he walked briskly. He slapped up another 
marker and cried out as he tripped over his own feet and hit the ground. His torch went 


spinning out of his hand, into the drink. Aziraphale cringed from his position on his hands 
and knees. His torch was water-resistant, but it wasn’t meant to be submerged. His heart 
pounded wildly in his chest, utterly terrified. It was so much darker. He could make out the 
bright spot under the water but not much else. Aziraphale whimpered. Aside from being too 
old to land on his knees and be happy about it, it didn’t seem like he’d broken anything, at 
least. 


Aziraphale held his breath as he saw a shadow pass over the light. He heard Crowley surface, 
barely able to make him out with the light source in his hand. He lifted a wrist in front of his 
hand with a groan. The wet noise of Crowley slithering closer grew louder. He blinked 
steadily as the merlotl cautiously put the torch down between them, beam pointed at 
Aziraphale’s toes. 


“An-ji-el?” 


“T’m okay, I think.” Aziraphale sucked in a breath and shifted his weight to his behind. His 
knees and wrists instantly felt a bit of relief. He fumbled for the torch and glanced at his 
knees. He sucked in a breath. “Lucky.” His skin was torn a bit, but he wasn’t bleeding at all. 
It was red and would probably bruise something awful later. Same with the heels of his 
palms. A bit of redness that would likely result in a bruise later, but aside from some 
superficial skin cells being torn away, no actual blood or cuts. 


Cool fingertips reached around to rest on his wrist. Aziraphale pulled his hand away, despite 
how good it felt. “I’m all right” He smiled briefly. “Just give me a minute.” He’d hate to 
succumb to giardia now. He shook off his torch and tried to pat it dry on the hem of his 
shorts. 


“An-chi’el,” Crowley chirruped quietly, his fronds drooping. 


Aziraphale sighed and stretched out his legs briefly. “Haah, see? Absolutely tickety boo. I 
think I can move,” he groaned as he braced himself to put his weight on his feet again. As he 
pushed down on his thigh, he could feel his knees throbbing faintly. He could feel his pulse 
echo in his hands as well. He leaned against the wall briefly before he staggered forward a 
few steps. “Lord, and me without an icebox.” He flexed his hand, but his knees were 
definitely the worse off. “All right? Now where to?” 


Crowley stared at him for a few moments longer, but he started pulling himself back towards 
the water a moment later. Aziraphale wondered how Crowley was able to constantly drag 
himself over rocky terrain without harming himself. Did he have a protective layer of slime 
on his tail? He’d have to investigate at some point. 


Aziraphale definitely wasn’t able to move as quickly as he was before, but Crowley didn’t 
seem interested in slowing down—still. At least Crowley seemed willing to backtrack now, 
as he did a quick u-turn whenever he realized he’d completely left Aziraphale in the dust. 


“You are a strange creature,” he said, more to himself as Crowley was out of sight again. He 
was surprised, however, to find that Crowley was waiting for him maybe twenty meters 
ahead. The twisting waterway had narrowed into nothing. Crowley dragged himself along a 
side-tunnel Aziraphale had to tuck down in order to get into. It was cramped and 


claustrophobic, but he reasoned that if Crowley was crawling through it, it couldn’t get too 
narrow for him. He kept one hand above himself to avoid adding a head injury to today’s 
misadventures. Thankfully, while still narrow, the tunnel got a bit taller again, and Aziraphale 
shuffled slowly behind Crowley. 


The merlotl was still determined, even if slowed down by the land-based travel. They were 
dumped into a small, self-contained chamber. It wasn’t even the size of Aziraphale’s office, 
though the roof yawned high enough it was almost as tall as the sanctuary in a cathedral. 
Aziraphale couldn’t hear anything over his own heartbeat. There was something terrifying 
about the thought of all that weight of the Earth’s crust over him. That the only thing between 
him and the total, utter darkness of the grave was a wet torch. At his feet was a pool, no 
bigger than a welcome mat. Crowley dipped in headfirst and disappeared. 


Aziraphale waited. 


He started to tremble, and he couldn’t tell how long he’d been standing there. The faint 
pounding of his forming bruises were the only things to distract him. Why had Crowley 
brought him here of all places? This was the complete opposite of what he’d asked for! Even 
if there was an entrance on the other side of this little watery secret passageway, there was no 
way Aziraphale could use it! 


Aziraphale staggered back and slowly slumped to the ground. He was a fool. Crowley hadn’t 
understood him at all. He was motivated by something else entirely, something Aziraphale 
couldn’t understand. He’d been foolish to think that he could communicate something so 
abstract as, J need to leave because I am not evolutionarily equipped to survive in this 
environment like you. Can you please help me find a way out? He grasped the back of his hair 
with his free hand, trying to suppress the tremors as he squeezed his fingers. He breathed 
harshly through his nose, trying to count, but he couldn’t remember any relaxation techniques 
at the moment. What was he supposed to count to? Four? Seven? Eighteen? He threaded his 
other arm under his sore knees, squeezing his thighs. As if he could crush out his fear if he 
compacted himself into a tight enough ball. 


Something wet brushed against his leg, and Aziraphale screamed, exploding a half foot to the 
side. His ears rang with his own shout, and he felt a bit guilty as he realized it was just 
Crowley. He placed a hand over his racing heart and gave the merlotl a weak, apologetic sort 
of smile. 


“Oh, hullo, Crowley.” He looked down at the merlotl’s hand. “What have you got there?” 


Unlike before, Crowley actually appeared to be holding something. Aziraphale adjusted the 
torch, and it looked like it was part of a plant with some bunches of something attached to it. 
He couldn’t quite make it out. Crowley tore the stem apart and placed a wet, round fruit into 
his palm with a trill. 


“Thank you,” Aziraphale said automatically. 


Aziraphale studied the unknown fruit in his hand. It was about the size of a chestnut pod and 
a similar shade of green, only there weren’t any spikes. The fruit was perfectly round, and it 
was fairly smooth, though there was a hint of texture to the skin. Almost like the skin of a 


honeydew or cantaloupe but much softer—like it had hastily copied some genetic notes from 
a peach. Aziraphale lifted it to his nose and sniffed at it curiously. He wasn’t sure what it was, 
and he thought he knew this part of the rainforest fairly decently. He looked at Crowley. “Do 
I just... eat this?” He watched as Crowley bit into his own, clicking happily as he chewed. “I 
suppose that answers that.” He rinsed it off quickly with his water bottle and bit into the skin. 
It was firm, but it gave easily enough under his teeth. Aziraphale was struck by how bland it 
was. Aside from the skin, there was no flavor to the flesh inside, though it was quite 
beautiful. Creamy white, just a hint of gold. Aziraphale classified it quickly as some sort of 
pome, but the seeds were closer to the top of the fruit, rather than in the center and the “core” 
was practically non-existent. Aside from the disappointing lack of flavor and the texture of 
the skin leaving something to be desired, it was a rather refreshing experience. 


"Thank you," he said quietly, looking over at Crowley with a smile. "That was very kind of 
you." He wondered what sort of motivation and environmental rewards merlotl had for 
altruistic tendencies within their own maelstroms. 


He reached out and studied the long, thin, ovular leaves from the tree branch that had given 
up the fruit. It reminded him a bit of an olive tree, but with denser and broader leaves. He 
pressed the sample between the back pages of his journal. Perhaps he could identify the tree 
later. Aziraphale spared himself a mouthful of trail mix to finish off his snack, and his heart 
wasn’t racing anymore, and he didn’t feel quite so much despair. 


At the very least, Crowley had given him hope. Hope that there were more places where the 
surface and the cave met. Some place he could get out. Even if the fruit had only fallen from 
above, in a chamber similar to the one he slept in, that was still better than nothing. Even if 
the first choice of exit had been closed off to them. There had to be other places. There had to 
be. 


Aziraphale got to his feet and smiled a bit sadly at Crowley. “That wasn’t quite what I 
needed, but thank you.” He propped his journal open on a new page and sketched out the 
chamber and the adjoining tunnel before he crawled back in. Aziraphale steeled himself for 
the cramped, dark space. He wondered if he could somehow devise a ladder to climb up and 
out of the deathtrap he’d fallen into. Would that be a better use of his time and resources? 
Aziraphale couldn’t even shake his head as the tunnel pressed in against him while he ducked 
down. “Silly idea. It’d take years to carve a ladder tall enough out of the rock.” He breathed a 
sigh of relief when he staggered out of the tiny passage. He could hear Crowley slithering up 
behind him, and Aziraphale awkwardly spread his legs apart so the merlotl could simply 
crawl right on through. Crowley let out a low, rumbling noise. Aziraphale held his breath as 
the feathery gill stalks traced along the insides of his knees. The weight of Crowley’s tail 
sliding over his boot let Axiraphale know when he’d cleared the way. Aziraphale groaned as 
he tried to unlock his overextended knees and shift his legs back underneath himself. They 
screamed at him from his earlier fall as he shuffled gracelessly in place. 


“Oof.” Aziraphale leaned against the wall for the moment. “All right. We’re going to take 
this s/ow this time, and I’m going to map my way out, no matter what you think the itinerary 
should be, got that? Right.” He supposed Crowley wasn’t really obligated to keep him 
company at all. Aziraphale had sort of just... assumed he would. Crowley was already back 


into the waterway, paddling happily, pushing himself around exclusively by his tail from the 
look of things. 


Aziraphale walked gingerly for quite a while. He was thankful for the frequent stops to jot 
down the pathway in his journal. He even took some time to chart out some paths that they 
had ignored on their way to Crowley’s dead end, but they didn’t lead anywhere either. The 
idea of carving a ladder into the rock was starting to become more appealing by the minute. 


Especially when he followed Crowley down several more pathways, each of them equally 
unhelpful. 


When he collapsed in his camp that evening, his knees were still complaining quietly, and he 
could feel a cramp brewing in his calf. He stretched out his legs in front of him and studied 
his progress for the day, nibbling at a protein bar. Crowley was nowhere to be seen, 
presumably off doing important merlotl things. He flipped back to his earlier attempts at 
mapping, making sure it all added up on paper and in his head. Aziraphale frowned as he 
flipped back to the newest work from earlier. He grabbed a colored pencil and started shading 
in the water again, just to be sure. He paused to drink some more water and gently press his 
thumb into his calf. He flipped back and forth again, but nothing changed. 


“,.Why did he keep leading me away from the tunnels beyond the cave-in?” His leg finally 
seized on him, and he cursed, flexing his foot in an attempt to unlock the muscle fibers 
catching on one another. His eyes watered, and he breathed shakily as he gently massaged at 
the cramp in his leg. “I don’t understand,” he hissed, and he tried to endure. He didn’t have 
much choice, honestly. You’re in bed, back at home, and this is just midnight muscle spasm. 
You’re going to limp over to the kitchen for an ice pack and a spot of hot cocoa after this. 
Aziraphale let out a helpless, shaky laugh as he imagined Crowley squeezing his tail around 
his leg in place of an ice pack. The pain was excruciating, but eventually it subsided. Whether 
it was the stretching or the extra water intake, Aziraphale wasn’t sure. He hoped his poor legs 
would recover by tomorrow. 


“T wonder if he ever gets a cramp in his tail? What would that even feel like?” Aziraphale 
delicately rubbed at his calf muscle. “All right, old boy, tomorrow you’ve got to do some 
proper stretches before you go spelunking all afternoon.” Aziraphale dabbed a cloth at his 
face to wipe away the sweat and tears. 


“And tomorrow, you’re going to go back down that pathway and figure out what’s going on. 
No distractions.” He couldn’t fathom the merlotl’s motivations, but frankly they weren’t his 
problem. Whatever miscommunication they’d had today didn’t have any bearing on the 
morning. 


Aziraphale lay back, his legs and wrists so sore and throbbing he thought he’d never get to 
sleep. He started to drop off as soon as he closed his eyes. 


ok 2 ok 
Aziraphale woke up to sore knees—although that wasn’t unheard of at his age. He felt a 


lingering spot of soreness in his calf too, such that he worried that he’d actually torn some of 
his muscle fibers. All he could do was stretch and hope for the best. Perhaps he could soak 


his legs in some water later. Honestly, he should have thought of that last night. After a hot 
breakfast and gentle stretching, he realized at some point the nearby rocky shelf had become 
occupied with an increasingly familiar specimen of merlotl. 


“Hello, Crowley.” Aziraphale smiled despite himself. The cave didn’t seem quite so vast and 
unknowable with Crowley here. Perhaps Theseus should’ve befriended the minotaur. He 
might not have needed a ball of string then. 


“I’m going to find my way out today.” He gestured to himself. “Angel, out.” He pointed up 
towards the sky. The merlot blinked, slowly and deliberately, at him. It was like the curtain 
of a stage falling at intermission. “I know you don’t understand”—he smiled at Crowley 
—*“but that’s fine.” He flipped to the pages of his maps and got himself ready to head back 
towards the cave-in. 


“Ah-ji-el,” Crowley said, tilting his head at him. 


Aziraphale hiked up his satchel and started walking. It wasn’t so bad as yesterday, but he 
made a mental note to make sure to keep his fluid intake up for the day. 


It was strange how familiar certain parts of the cavern felt now. The other lake he’d found on 
his first day of exploration, the room where he slept. All of it would come in handy when he 
returned for more study. 


Of course, he had to leave in order to return. 


He walked with purpose, just his solar-powered torch to help him lead the way. Crowley 
followed him. Either he was curious or he had nothing better to do at the moment. Aziraphale 
stopped a few times to rest his legs and stretch again, mindful of his condition, but so far it 
wasn’t as bad as he’d feared. He felt a sense of accomplishment as they reached the cave-in, 
following his reflective crumb trail and the map in his field journal. He carefully made his 
way over the water so that he could go down the other branching pathway he’d neglected 
yesterday. The waterway continued, and the tunnel went far back enough he couldn’t see the 
torch hit any sort of wall. 


There was a splash behind him as Crowley’s head rose out of the water. 
“Ahn-ji-el...” 


Crowley let out a low series of clicks, and when Aziraphale turned to look back at him, he 
was signing no in rapid succession. Aziraphale looked back down the path before him. It 
seemed like the most logical choice, all other things being equal. There could be another 
place where the water had carved its way in or out of the cave. Nothing looked amiss with 
what Aziraphale could see with his torch as he did a sweep of the floor and ceiling. Nothing 
precarious or delicate-looking. Just more cave, which was (of course) dangerous, but it 
seemed to be structurally sound. “Well, I'll be careful... I don’t see anything wrong down 
here. I’m sorry, but I do have to try and find my way out.” With that, Aziraphale turned and 
started walking. 


“Ah-en-gel!”’ 


Aziraphale continued down the path. There was a soft, distressed little swooping noise 
behind him. Almost like a siren. Aziraphale steeled his spine and continued forward. He 
heard another ripple of water, but he didn’t look to see if Crowley had decided to follow. It 
was silly to get so attached to a creature, especially one he was here to research. He couldn’t 
become reliant on Crowley. That would complicate things down the line when they needed to 
actually observe him and research him. He may have hopelessly altered Crowley forever by 
now. 


“Feeding you was probably a mistake,” Aziraphale murmured to himself as he stopped to put 
up another reflective strip. “I shouldn’t be habituating you to human presence like this.” He 
heard a ripple of water, and Aziraphale glanced to one side briefly, but his torch was directed 
away from the waterway. 


Aziraphale continued onwards. Talking only to himself, not to Crowley. He stopped to draw 
more detail on his map and put up reflectors, but he eventually became aware Crowley was 
indeed with him again. He was utterly silent beneath the water. Not even a shadow in the 
corner of his vision. 


Aziraphale froze when his torch hit another figure, his heart nearly exploding in his chest in 
shock. For a moment, the creature didn't move. It was soil dark and mottled gray with sandy 
hair on top and six frills on either side of his head, just like Crowley. Aziraphale held his 
breath. This was it. He must’ve been part of Crowley’s maelstrom. Only this specimen 
looked considerably larger and better fed. Instead of black, his eyes were a deep, shiny red in 
a wider-set face. Aziraphale kept very, very still, but he knew the split second before it 
happened that this new merlotl would launch itself at him. 


He was not anticipating the blur of pink and white muscle that intercepted him. 
"Crowley! !" 


Aziraphale could scarcely follow their underwater battle, but what he could see was quick 
and brutal. 


His heart seized as he saw blood flowing in the water. His knuckles turned white as he 
gripped the torch. The two merlotl breached the surface, spilling in a wet pile of teeth and 
claws and muscle at Aziraphale's feet. He immediately pointed the torch directly in the eyes 
of the other merlotl and ran forward to kick him in the shoulder, separating him from 
Crowley. The aggressor shrieked and thrashed his head around. Aziraphale started edging 
away, especially when he saw another shape further down the tunnel. A quick flash of his 
beam confirmed another merlotl. This one a deep brown with a spill of orange rosettes down 
its neck and back. 


"Crowley, let's go!" Aziraphale bent down, intent on scooping him up, but Crowley was 
already swimming back the way he came. Aziraphale broke into a run, fueled by adrenaline. 
He didn't slow down until Crowley finally stuck his head out of the water closer to the part of 
the cave he was most familiar with. 


Aziraphale dared to look back, but he didn't see anyone... well, any merlotl following them. 


"They kicked you out, didn't they?" Aziraphale panted the question as he tried to catch his 
breath. That was why Crowley hadn't wanted to go there. That wasn't his territory. 


“I’m so sorry, my dear.” Aziraphale winced as he looked at Crowley, still trailing blood in the 
water. He made his way back towards camp, his stomach trembling in relief as Crowley still 
followed. Perhaps he hadn’t completely bollocksed things up. Only mostly. 


Aziraphale dug into his pack, ripping open his first aid kit. His heart sank as he flipped it over 
and dumped out its contents. Just a few plasters and some rubbing alcohol wipes. And some 
gel in case he got sunburned. No proper medical supplies at all. (He tried not to think about 
how that might bode ill for him in the future.) 


Aziraphale wrung his hands as Crowley hauled himself out of the water, his blood running 
dark down his shoulder. Aziraphale gasped as he saw the damage. Crowley’s right shoulder 
had several hunks of flesh bitten and torn out of it. He was still bleeding profusely, and 
Aziraphale felt his eyes water as he took in the dozens of other scratches and lesser bites on 
Crowley’s body. Even his tail hadn’t been spared: There were thin ribbons of blood there as 
well. 


Aziraphale didn’t know what to do. It had been a long time since he’d performed any sort of 
veterinary care. His ambition of being a vet to exotic creatures at the London Zoo seemed so 
far off now, and he regretted every choice that had taken him away from that path. Not that he 
had a proper kit to help Crowley with. He could maybe put a plaster on some of the lesser 
scrapes, but would they even hold when he submerged himself next? It was a little like trying 
to bail a sinking ship with a thimble. 


Aziraphale gathered some water instead, as much as he had prepared and handy. He set more 
to filter and dropped some more iodine pellets into his containers. Crowley had curled up 
beside a large pillar of stone, teeth bared and breathing heavily. His tailfin was pulled in a 
tight circle in front of him. 


Aziraphale’s heart felt like it was blocking his throat, choking the air out of his windpipe. (Of 
course, he knew that wasn’t the case at all, logically. It was just a response to deep emotional 
distress. ) 


He swallowed and approached Crowley slowly. “Crowley?” The merlotl’s frills flexed once. 
Aziraphale knelt next to him. He unscrewed the cap on one of his water bottles, and he gently 
poured it on Crowley’s shoulder, away from his major wounds at first. Crowley flinched, but 
he didn’t seem otherwise agitated. “Right, this may sting.” Slowly, Aziraphale poured the 
water over him. He was careful with his shoulder, where it was the worst, but Crowley bore it 
well. Aziraphale lifted the bottle to Crowley’s lips and let him drink. He was still bleeding, 
but it seemed to have slowed a bit. His lesser cuts had mostly stopped bleeding already. 


“I’m so sorry, my dear,” Aziraphale said again, his throat hoarse. He couldn’t pull his eyes 
away from the ghastly wounds on Crowley’s shoulder. A death sentence if he’d ever seen 
one. If Crowley didn’t bleed out, then he was sure to get an infection of some kind. 
Aziraphale had sealed his fate. He had consigned Crowley to a slow, painful death either way. 


“Pl... Pll keep you wet,” Aziraphale promised him rather foolishly. “That way you won’t 
have to submerge yourself and get your wound exposed to, to any pathogens.” Crowley 
reached over and wrapped his fingers around Aziraphale’s wrist. He rolled his head against 
the pillar, and he offered Aziraphale a quirk of his lips. A half-smile. The way Crowley’s 
cheek trembled showed how unpracticed the motion was. Aziraphale smiled back, 
reflexively, weakly. Crowley tugged on his arm gently. 


“Ah-en-gel.” 


“What?” He wasn’t afraid, although perhaps he should have been, after the display earlier. 
Instead, he let Crowley slowly tug him closer, until Aziraphale found himself reaching 
forward to support Crowley’s waist, wrapped up in pale limbs and an impossible length of 
muscular tail. Crowley sighed deeply, essentially curled up in Aziraphale’s lap, face pressing 
into Aziraphale’s neck. 


“Oh.” Aziraphale swallowed hard. He brushed his fingertips along Crowley’s skin. “Oh, of 
course, my dear Crowley. You were so—so brave earlier.” Aziraphale knew this was more of 
the same poor decision-making that had led Crowley to be hurt in the first place, but he 
couldn’t help himself. If... if Crowley really was... if he was going to be alone soon, then he 
wanted to give the merlot! what comfort he could. He had no medicine, no analgesic. 
Comfort and water were the only things he could offer. 


The first thing Aziraphale noticed, as his weight settled in, was that Crowley wasn't nearly as 
wet as he expected. He was damp, to be sure, but he wasn’t soaking wet, like someone who 
had just climbed out of a pool. He poured a bit of water over Crowley’s tail and watched— 
utterly fascinated at how quickly it absorbed into his skin. He supposed it made sense. 
Crowley would have to have a way to retain moisture for any foraging outside the water. He 
wondered how, exactly, it worked, but he couldn’t concentrate enough to formulate any good 
hypotheses. He was busy monitoring Crowley’s respiration. He was breathing heavily, but 
regularly. 


Aziraphale swallowed thickly. “I don’t suppose you’d like to hear a story, would you?” He 
cast his eyes about the chamber. It was rather unlikely, but he worried the other merlot! might 
come back in force and finish the job. That must be why he’s here, this part of the cave has 
almost nothing for him. He at least hoped that the sunlight would keep the rest of the 
maelstrom at bay. What on Earth did you do to get yourself kicked out? Aziraphale couldn’t 
imagine. Crowley, for all his strange quirks, seemed quite sweet and intelligent. Surely he’d 
make a fantastic asset to any social group? 


“Ahn-ji-el,” Crowley sighed in response. 


“Right, sorry.” Aziraphale quirked his lips in a nervous smile. “Uh, right. Let's start with 
something classic. Once upon a time, there was a nymph named Eurydice, and she was very 
in love with Orpheus, the son of the sun god Apollo and Calliope. He had the sweetest voice 
you ever heard. He could charm the very birds out of the skies. Surely a few birds must’ ve 
made it down here, yes? If only for a moment.” Aziraphale had yet to see one, but why 
shouldn’t they go where they pleased? That was the whole point of being a bird. 


"Anyways, they were very much in love, and on their wedding day she danced with her 
friends, but she stepped on a viper who bit her, and she died." Aziraphale looked down 
fretfully at Crowley's shoulder. "I never understood why it was a viper, to be honest. Snakes 
were so revered by the Greeks otherwise. Have you ever seen a snake?" He wiggled his 
finger in a line along Crowley's skin, down by his hip, careful to avoid any scratches. "You 
rather look like a snake, a bit." He repeated the squiggly line. "Or an eel, but... in any case, 
Orpheus was heartbroken. As the son of immortals, he was able to go, well, it's an unkind 
comparison, but he was able to go into the underworld and lodge a complaint with the 
universe." Aziraphale looked above at the tantalizing glimpses of green. There had been 
many times in his life he wished there was a complaint desk for the universe he could ask to 
speak to, although—strangely—he didn’t count this as one of them. (Or, at least not yet.) 


"He brought his lyre, and he sang so sweetly, so mournfully, it moved the cold-hearted 
Persephone and implacable Hades to pity." Aziraphale traced his fingertips over Crowley's 
elbow. "I don't know what he sang, but it must have been something so beautiful to move 
death itself. Isn't that lovely? To love someone so much you defy the very laws of reality." 
Aziraphale absently hummed a few tuneless bars. One of Crowley's frills lifted, and he made 
a curious noise. Aziraphale smiled sadly. "Do you sing? You make all sorts of beautiful 
noises." 


Crowley let out that low, throaty sound. Like his breath was stoppering along his pharynx. It 
seemed a touch more pained. Like something that took effort. Aziraphale’s lower lip 
wobbled, and he tried to ignore the burning in his eyes as he focused on the vibration he 
could feel from Crowley’s throat. 


“Pl, Pll think of something suitable in a bit, my dear. In any event, his song moved the 
queen of the underworld to tell him, ‘Very well, you may take your bride back to the surface 
with you, but’—there’s always a ‘but’ in these types of stories, you see—‘but you mustn’t 
look back, or she will stay here with us forever.” 


Aziraphale blinked fiercely and hastily wiped at one eye as he tried to focus on that happy 
little creaking sound in the depths of Crowley’s throat. “I wonder, do you suppose the Lord 
and Lady of the Underworld love their charges? Or would they see them as a burden?” 
Aziraphale swallowed. “I hope they love us. Surely a well-ordered universe wouldn’t allow 
for such a terrible fate after death.” His hands were shaking, and his eyes wouldn’t stop 
bloody leaking. “Anyway, I—I—Orpheus agreed to the terms and he—he started walking.” 
Crowley’s arm wasn’t running with blood anymore, at least, but—oh—his wound was still 
wet and shiny looking, and it went so deep. He wondered if Crowley could feel the way his 
heart was thundering against his ribs? His lips felt numb and cold; he was so afraid. 


“As Orpheus walked, he noticed it was utterly silent. He called out, but Eurydice did not 
answer, and he could not hear her footsteps behind him.” Aziraphale’s lungs seized up. He 
held Crowley a little tighter. “I mean, I suppose you don’t have feet to make noise...” He 
closed his eyes and hid his face in Crowley’s hair. “Orpheus was utterly, utterly tortured by 
the darkness. He was blind moving through the earth, nothing but love and faith to guide him, 
and the latter was failing.” Aziraphale fought the urge to look at Crowley’s shoulder again, 
but he knew he would fail. Just like Orpheus. 


“He sang, and wove tales, and played his lyre to keep himself from looking back, and 
because he knew—he knew they were Eurydice’s favorites, and she might like to hear them, 
if she was behind him—but that was the thing. What if she wasn’t? What if the gods had 
tricked him? What if he hadn’t been talking to her at all? What if she was already gone? 
What if they never meant to honor their promise? He could see a light ahead, but every step 
burned with new questions, new doubts. But, he would walk through fire for his beloved, for 
the life they were meant to have and share that had been stolen from them before it ever 
began.” His fingertips brushed along Crowley’s spine. The merlotl had gone very still and 
quiet in his grasp. “He felt the sun on his face, and the fresh air on his cheeks, and he turned 
back. He’d made it! He’d made it out of the Underworld! Conquered the very land of death 
itself—but as he looked, he saw with horror Eurydice was there, and she had not yet crossed 
back into the world of the living, and she could not cross back. She couldn’t come back— 
Crowley?” 


Aziraphale placed a tentative hand on Crowley’s back. He could scarcely feel his ribs 
moving. Were they moving? If he focused hard enough, he could just feel the faint, soft bit of 
air from Crowley’s nostrils on his neck, but it was so faint. “Oh, Lord, please don’t leave me 
here by myself.” The taste of salt blossomed from the corner of his mouth. “Please, please 
stay with me, just a little while longer. I know you must be hurting, and it’s extremely selfish 
of me, but I—I don’t know if I can be brave without you here.” The coppery smell of blood 
was inescapable and suddenly overpowering. He’d been ignoring it this whole time. 


“He went back!” Aziraphale blurted out. “Orpheus, he, he went back, he ran back into the 
darkness, into the Underworld and he, he stayed with Eurydice, and that’s where they were 
married, by Persephone and Hades themselves, and they reigned as prince and princess of the 
afterlife, and they ran a splendid court for all eternity. Isn’t that, isn’t that wonderful? And 
they made sure through song and feast all felt loved and welcomed when they crossed death’s 
final shores.” 


Crowley shuddered suddenly within Aziraphale's arms and then went still. He’d stopped 
breathing, and Aziraphale didn’t know what to do. Should he try cardiopulmonary 
resuscitation? It had been a long time since he had taken a course on that. Even longer since 
he’d done it for anything non-human, though he supposed Crowley was close enough to 
human that the chest compressions were likely the same, but what about the breathing? CPR 
could be performed without breath support, but Crowley had gills! A hybrid breathing 
system. How was he supposed to administer to what he barely understood? What if he caused 
Crowley to lose more blood more quickly? 


He eased Crowley back, supporting his head, and pressed an ear to his chest. For a moment, 
all he could hear was the roaring of his own blood, but then he finally heard it. Thump thmp. 
So faint. Aziraphale waited, and after what seemed like an excruciating amount of time, he 
heard another faint thump thmp. It happened again... and again. Aziraphale let out a shaky 
breath. Was this part of the merlotl healing system? Was he no longer breathing as such 
through his mouth and nose, but just relying on latent moisture from the water transferred to 
his gills? Or was this just the awful, excruciating process of Crowley dying? 


Aziraphale blinked fiercely, looking upwards, and carefully cradled Crowley against him 
once more. 


“But I suppose I went all out of order. I should have gone and told you about Hades and 
Persephone first.” Aziraphale licked at the roof of his mouth and poured a bit of water over 
Crowley’s torso and then over his frills. He didn’t want to risk his lungs drying out. He 
wasn’t sure exactly how long merlotl could stay out of the water. Under normal 
circumstances, it seemed to be quite a while, but Crowley was severely injured! 


“Persephone was, in her old life, a sweet, soft, silly thing. Everyone loved her—or at least, 
she had a very important job which people valued, which was close enough, perhaps. Flowers 
grew wherever she walked. I imagine she was terribly popular with hummingbirds and 
butterflies. Have you ever—sorry. I keep asking when I know you can’t answer me. One day, 
Persephone was skipping backwards through the forest, admiring her flower-filled foot falls 
as they bloomed behind her. I wish I could show you a flower. I wonder what sort of plant 
life falls down here when it rains? Maybe it could...” Aziraphale shook his head. “Sorry. 
Persephone wasn’t watching where she was going, too wrapped up in nature’s beauty and 
splendour when she fell into a deep, dark pit!” His stomach clenched at Crowley’s lack of 
reaction to the change in his voice. He wasn’t trying to overtly startle, but he had thought 
perhaps it would be at least somewhat surprising. “She landed on the back of an enormous 
three-headed dog. Oh dear, I suppose you’ve never seen a dog before, have you?” His 
shadow puppetry didn’t count. “Think of Cerberus like a megafauna specimen. One of the 
huge beasts that used to hunt your kind before they all went extinct.” Aziraphale placed his 
fingertips on the slope of Crowley’s good shoulder. “Only with three heads coming out from 
just here.” The tail wrapped around his thighs tightened imperceptibly. 


“She climbed off his back and explored this strange new world. There was no sunlight, which 
felt strange to her skin, so used to kisses from the rays of the sun. But...” Aziraphale faltered. 
“She was not afraid.” (He had already taken liberties with one story—what more could 
another one hurt?) 


“She was intrigued by the rivers, by the fields of green, but for all the plants that existed in 
this place, there were no flowers to be found anywhere. Save under her bare footsteps.” 
Aziraphale wondered how long his voice would hold out. How long he could keep this up. 
He was no Orpheus with a songbird in his throat. 


“...Persephone met a quiet, curious man, so pale he looked like one of the many ghosts who 
populated the realm. He smiled at her and offered an arm to show her all the beauty of the 
realm. She did not know it yet, but this was Hades, death himself.” Aziraphale blinked back 
tears again. “Oh... oh, of course, it all makes sense now, the two of them together.” His heart 
hammered in his chest as he haltingly described Persephone and Hades learning how to 
speak, and the gifts she gave him from the world above, and the pomegranate he brought her 
to eat. “... and once she had eaten the fruit of... well, I don’t know, but she was changed. I 
don’t think it’s the same as the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, or the tree of 
life, but it was given to her because she was hungry and she needed it.” Aziraphale 
swallowed. A cruel part of his brain whispered he would throw Crowley back to his 
maelstrom if it meant someone would give him a whole pomegranate. Aziraphale was not a 
violent man by nature, but he throttled that voice and stuffed it into a box. 


“After she ate, she couldn’t leave, not fully. She was allowed to go visit the surface, and her 
mother, of course, but she belonged to this new world now, and that bond was unbreakable. 


Because love is eternal. It wasn’t the fruit, you see. Not by itself. It was the love they had for 
one another that bound them together. Do you understand? Of course Orpheus and Eurydice 
felt welcome there. As do all who cross into their domain.” 


Aziraphale’s voice cracked. He hoped that the Almighty—should they be a single, collective, 
conscious being as opposed to merely being the universe itself—wasn’t offended by this bit 
of fabrication. It would have felt... wrong to try and promise Crowley the prospect of 
Heaven. Not because he was undeserving, but because, well, there was a certain amount of 
agreement required that Aziraphale didn’t feel he was qualified or equipped to explain to 
another species. He’d never been the evangelizing type, anyway. In any case, he was likely 
drastically overthinking this point for a creature most would assure him would go to the 
Rainbow Bridge, if anywhere. 


Aziraphale couldn’t help but feel Crowley deserved a bit better than that. He deserved 
someplace that would welcome him utterly. Fight to keep him, even. A place full of feasting 
and companionship and love. And fruit. 


“You’ve been a good friend, you know.” Aziraphale let out a shaky sort of laugh. “I don’t 
know what I would’ve done without you. I might have perished without you there today.” He 
tried not to shiver as his mind, rationally, pointed out that he might still perish. Slowly. “TI 
suppose I should have listened to you. It was my fault.” Aziraphale let out a tight-throated 
little giggle. “Pity I didn’t get the chance to teach you how to say ‘I told you so,’ eh?” 


Aziraphale finally lost the battle, and his eyes fell on Crowley’s shoulder again. He couldn’t 
hold back his tears anymore. He brought a hand up to his face, trying to pull himself together. 
“Tt’s fine, it’s fine, it’s completely fine.” 


It felt foolish and petty and selfish to cry, but he did it anyway. He tried not to think too much 
about the energy reserves he was wasting and spending on his tears. Aziraphale would never 
begrudge any time or energy spent on offering Crowley comfort, but the crying... he always 
felt exhausted after crying, and it always gave him a headache, without fail. “Are you 
dreaming, my friend?” Aziraphale sniffled. “I hope you are. I hope you’re dreaming of 
whatever you like best.” What if it took Crowley days to die? Aziraphale wasn’t sure how 
much of this he could take, but for now he would keep vigil as long as he could stand. 


Aziraphale told Crowley another story about Sisyphus, who tried to deceive Hades. About 
Jason and the Argonauts. About the war of Troy and Oedepus and Daedelus. Every story of 
the Greek’s that he could remember. About Selene and Eos falling in love with mortal men. 
One consigned to eternal sleep, the other given eternal life but transformed into a cricket 
without eternal youth to go with it. His throat was hoarse, but he only spared a few sips of 
water for himself. He had more water filtering, but he used what was on hand to keep 
Crowley hydrated. His skin soaked up the water a little slower now, but it still disappeared. 
That had to count for something. The bit of sky visible overhead had darkened, covered now 
in stars. He told Crowley the stories of the constellations that he knew and could see. 


Without warning, in the middle of the tale of Orion and his medically dubious decision to 
stare at the sun to heal his blindness, Crowley’s body shuddered again, and his ribs started to 
more visibly expand and contract—accompanied by a terrible noise. Each breath in and out 
sounded wet. A horrible, gurgling rattle that broke Aziraphale’s heart anew. 


“Oh, Crowley...” He shifted the other slightly. Aziraphale thought he heard a faint click in 
the back of the other’s throat. “Please... God. If you are listening, please, grant me a miracle. 
Just a little one. Don’t let him die. I—I don’t do well by myself.” Some of Aziraphale’s exes 
might have pointed out that the opposite was true too. “Save him, please. He’s so beautiful, 
so full of curiosity, and care. He’s a treasure. I’m sorry I interfered with the natural order 
here, but he doesn’t deserve to die for it. I’1l do anything you like. Anything at all. Sing your 
praises every day, not just Sunday.” Aziraphale brushed away a fresh flood of tears. 
“Gracious, I forgot, didn’t I? I promised you I would sing something.” He cleared his throat 
and tried to rack his brains. He couldn’t remember it all, but he could clearly hear part of a 
piece of music he typically referred to as “Bebop.” (Mostly jokingly, to annoy other people, 
since no one else seemed to get his sense of humour.) He’d been passingly familiar with the 
artist’s work previously (as were most people), but a former beaux had been disgusted by his 
lack of exposure and force-fed him The Greatest Hits of Queen every time they got into the 
car because, “What self-respecting gay doesn’t know Freddie Mercury?” 


Aziraphale hummed the intro, his throat still thick and sore. But he had promised. “Ooh, 
you’re my best friend. Oooh, you make me live. Oh, I’ve been wandering around...” 
Aziraphale hummed his way through the parts he didn’t quite remember. “In rain or shine, 
mmmhmm, I’m happy at home, you’re my best friend.” Aziraphale wasn’t under any 
illusions that he was a grand singer under the best of circumstances (he did all right if he 
stuck to his range), but he hoped it was at least comforting, if Crowley could hear him. 
“Oooh, you make me live. Whenever this world is cruel to me, I got you, to help me forgive.” 
He rocked Crowley gently as he crooned, unable to help the intrinsically human, primate 
instinct ingrained into him. “Oooh, you make me live now, honey, ooh, you make me live... 
You know I’1l never be lonely, you’re my only one, and I love the things you do... love the 
things you do, oh you’re my best friend, oh honey... I’ve been with you such a long time... 
and I love the things you do.” Aziraphale faltered a bit, fairly certain that was wrong, but he 
sang through the refrain several more times before his voice finally cracked and gave out on 
him. You make me live, Aziraphale mouthed the words into Crowley’s hair. 


He wondered, miserably, what he should do if Crowley died. Should he... bury him? He 
certainly couldn’t cremate him. Should I... do as Jesus instructed his followers to do? Drink 
of his blood and eat of his body? He had a vision of carving Crowley open like a fish, 
stopping to draw the underlying structures as they were revealed. The thought turned 
Aziraphale’s stomach, and he tried to push the idea out of his head. Animals ate other animals 
all the time, and Aziraphale certainly was no vegetarian, but this seemed... different. Too 
close to cannibalism. (Aziraphale avoided pork for similar reasons.) Certainly, he knew that 
in survival situations most people would suspend a certain amount of ethical norms to 
preserve human life. J think I’d rather starve. Although, I suppose if I’m unlucky enough, I'll 
get the opportunity. Besides, it wasn’t like he had a practical way to prepare— oh God, I am 
thinking about this too much, too much, too much, he’s going to be fine. I think. Maybe. 
Please, God. He tried to drown out the hideous sound of Crowley’s death rattle with singing. 
Or, well, parched humming and crooning. 


At some point, he felt his eyes grow heavy. He sang louder, to try and keep himself awake. 
He couldn’t let Crowley down. He couldn’t. He couldn’t let the other merlotl come back and 
finish him off. 


He flicked a few droplets of water at his face, and then he poured the rest of the last bottle’s 
contents down Crowley’s back and tail. He ran his fingers over Crowley’s wet skin until the 
moisture had wicked away. He let his fingertips continue to trace over the undamaged parts 
of Crowley’s skin. 


“I’m so sorry,” Aziraphale said again, closing his eyes, preferring the dark of his eyelids to 
trying to trace the outlines of Crowley’s gruesome wound in the dark. “I’m sorry,” he 
croaked, and it occurred to him they ought to have a way to say that to each other. Crowley 
deserved to hear it, to know that before he shuffled off this mortal coil, but Aziraphale wasn’t 
certain how to codify such an abstract concept into a concrete, haptic-based communication 
system with another being. 


““M sorry,” Aziraphale mumbled again, carefully tracing his hands a little further up 
Crowley’s spine. “Sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry.” It became a chant, a mantra spoken to the 
universe. Whispered into Crowley’s skin. 


He was truly sorry for so many things. Sorry that he’d disrupted Crowley’s entire existence. 
Sorry he’d forced him back into places he didn’t belong anymore. Sorry he was trapped here 
with no way out. Sorry he hadn’t been looking where he was going. Sorry for existing. Sorry 
for taking away energy and resources that Crowley assuredly, desperately needed. Sorry he 
hadn’t been braver, more clever to get rid of the hostile merlotl sooner. But most of all, he 
was sorry that Crowley had finally gotten company after his exile, and now he was going to 
be alone again. 


And so was Aziraphale. 


“T won't,” he said, voice frail and reedy. “I won’t let you be by yourself at the end. I'll stay 
with you.” Aziraphale wondered if he was consigning himself to his own death as he made 
the promise, but he found he didn’t care. He couldn’t let this poor creature—so desperately 
lonely he had latched onto a member outside his own species for company—perish alone. 


He couldn’t do that to Crowley. Aziraphale gasped as he startled himself from the brink of 
sleep, but he could feel himself losing the battle to stay awake. The next thing he knew, he 
was standing at the edge of the Underworld, and then he was falling—and it seemed like a 
ten million lightyear journey as he fell into complete and utter darkness. 
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Clearly, Crowley had accepted him as some sort of group member. It would be prudent, 
in some regards, to appease him and foster that closeness, but Aziraphale couldn’t stand 
the thought of taking advantage of Crowley like that. And it would be cruel to cozy up 
to him and then leave him abandoned and alone if he was rescued. But if I die... 

wouldn t it be better to have spent my last days on this Earth giving this creature some 
comfort? 


Chapter Notes 


Yo WHAT UP! *kicks in the door* I did not mean this update to take so long, but here 
we are. This chapter needed some pretty major revisions before it was even close to 
ready to post, so that took longer than anticipated. And then, you know. Busy with 
school and work. (Summer semester went well, just got through midterms for fall \o/) 
Once again thank you to Wulf who helped me with editing and general hand-holding <3 


I would say this and the beginning of the next chapter probably has the most 
Challenging Content™? We are also starting to see some hints (extremely strong hints) 
of Aziraphale's attraction to Crowley here and the smutty content starts in this chapter. 
For more detailed content warning check the end notes. It'll all be okay in the end 
though, I promise. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Aziraphale gasped, struggling back into consciousness the same way he had struggled 
underwater to reach the surface. He was aware of an absence of weight, and he felt all his 
dreams dissolving like mist. Visions of the Underworld and dying and rotting underground in 
the deepest pit, but also companionship and falling and building a language across an eternity 
with a speechless king. They were already muddled and confused, and he couldn’t remember 
anything a moment later—not that he cared. 


“Crowley?” He patted down his front uselessly. It was still dark. Perhaps before dawn, but he 
couldn’t see. Aziraphale rubbed his eyes, and he frantically reached out to feel the ground 
beside him. “Crowley?” His heart pounded in fear. Had Crowley regained some of his 
strength while he’d been sleeping? Had he crawled off to some quiet, undisturbed, 
unreachable corner to die? 


“Crowley!?” Aziraphale’s voice bounced back at him from deeper within the cave. J forgot 
that story. Echo and Narcissus... He was crawling now, feeling blindly with his hands. 
Groping in the dark. He couldn’t remember where his torch had gotten to. "No." His voice 
was still hoarse. Barely more than a whisper. 


He would never be able to find Crowley. Unless he was very close by. Does he no longer feel 
safe around me? The guilty thought stung, but it was fair. This was a confirmation of all 
humanity’s worst impulses. A painful reminder that even as a zoologist and conservationist, 
Aziraphale was not immune from damaging the environment. 


“You didn’t have to go be on your own. I would have stayed with you through the end.” He 
felt a teardrop roll down his nose and fall to the cave floor with a quiet pat. 


His fingertips finally caught the edge of his torch. He dragged it closer to him and fumbled 
with it as he tried to flick it on. He stumbled to his feet and started down the first pathway 
he’d ever mapped out. “Crowley?” He wasn’t sure where he might crawl away to. Where did 
Crowley sleep? His feet carried him to the only other place he knew which held significance 
to Crowley. Disappointment and anguish curled like nausea in his gut as he approached what 
he’d so whimsically called the Tree of Life. Crowley was nowhere to be seen. Never to be 
seen again, Aziraphale thought with despair, the taste of salt blooming at the corner of his 
mouth. He staggered back towards his camp, dazed and despondent. How? How could this 
have happened? Why hadn’t he woken up when Crowley’s weight went missing in the first 
place? Aziraphale let out a bitter sob. Perhaps this was just the merlotl way. Don t make 
yourself an inconvenience for anyone else. Just tuck up somewhere dark and cozy and wait 
for the end. 


He was exhausted down to the marrow. As if someone had mined out his very bones. 
Aziraphale wondered idly if Crowley had ever eaten marrow before, but he staggered to a 
halt as he came back to camp. It was a bit lighter—clearly the sun had finally risen—but the 
cave was still clouded by a gloomy twilight. He kept the area in front of his feet lit, sweeping 
out occasionally to check for any larger obstructions. He stumbled to a halt as the edges of 
the torchlight fell on a familiar gleam of sail. 


For a moment, he wondered if he’d missed Crowley’s body in the dark, but in the same 
instant he knew that wasn’t right. Aziraphale’s heart leapt into his throat. He could feel it 
pulsing there against the roof of his mouth, struggling to break free. He couldn’t quite 
breathe. He felt like he was drowning all over again. It couldn’t be. It was impossible, yet... 
he dragged the light up and along that long, endless tail. 


There was Crowley. 


There he was, sitting, happy as a clam, by the pillar Aziraphale had slept against last night. 
Aziraphale ran towards him, discarding years of training and wildlife experience in the 
process. “Crowley!” 


Crowley turned towards him with an unimpressed flick of his gill stalks, but he chirped out, 
“An’chi-el!” 


“Crowley! You're all right!” You ’re not dead! Aziraphale still felt sick, but as he came to a 
stop in front of Crowley, he realized something was wrong. Or rather, not wrong, and that’s 
what was off. Crowley flinched away from the torchlight and turned his head, but he allowed 
Aziraphale to cast the light over his body. 


His perfectly fine, unblemished body. 


Aziraphale thought he must be hallucinating. He reached down and brushed his hand over 
Crowley’s previously injured shoulder. The skin was completely unbroken, though there was 
a mild indentation in the muscle. The merlotl shied away from his touch, but that was the 
only indication anything had been wrong at all. It was all too surreal. 


“You're all right!?” Aziraphale’s voice echoed back shrilly against the cave walls, and 
Crowley froze in place. Aziraphale dragged his hands over his face and stifled a scream. 
“How can you be fine after that!? Any normal person would have died!” Aziraphale felt like 
he was losing control over his breathing, and he couldn’t see through his sudden swell of 
tears. “I—you can’t have—I thought you were dead! I thought I had killed you! Do you know 
the energy I spent on you? On crying? I cant afford this!” Aziraphale could barely get the 
words out, his chest was wracking uncontrollably. ““You—you have the audacity to—to—to 
be fine and then you abandon me!? I thought you had c-crawled off to—to d-d-die like my 
Aunt Tessy’s cat in her attic! You had PIECES MISSING yesterday! I thought you were going 
to get gangrene and die and leave me here by myself!” 


Aziraphale screamed out a wordless howl, and it felt... necessary, not good. His throat was 
raw from staying up and keeping himself company, from telling Crowley all sorts of stories. 
He rounded on Crowley, who slithered back from him, his frills fanned in a downward 
spread. 


“You were supposed to die, you stupid fool! Why are you still here spending energy on me!? 
Can’t you see I’m worthless to you? Worse than! I-I-I’m a drain on your resources! A 
competitor in your environment! I wish you hadn’t come back! I wish you hadn’t fed me! 
You’re just putting off the inevitable, you know! If I don’t find a way out, I’m just going to 
die, and then you can eat my body and strip my camp for parts! I can’t survive here like 
you!” 


Aziraphale glared at Crowley, who looked like he was trying to be invisible, and his gut 
twisted in and around itself into a mobius strip. Guilt and shame burned there like a banked 
fire. “Why are you letting me shout at you!?” He scrubbed at his eyes and crumpled down 
into a ball. “You shouldn’t put up with that,” he mumbled into his knees, still incredibly 
angry. He was shaking all over. He curled in tighter, trying to force himself to stop feeling 
everything. The barbed wire wrapped around his stomach. The kerosene fire in his veins. The 
saltwater sting of his eyes. It was too much all at once. 


Aziraphale whimpered as he felt a tentative touch on his arms, and he shoved Crowley’s 
hands aside fiercely before balling himself up again. A moment later, he felt the warmth of 
the merlotl behind him, curled up against his back, and the gentle weight of a pointed chin on 
his shoulder. Aziraphale wished it didn’t feel so comforting. 


“T’m extremely cross with you,” he managed to choke out. “I changed the ending of Orpheus 
for you!” The weight against his back pressed stronger for a moment, and a whine squeezed 
out of his lungs before he let out another shuddering breath and started sobbing again. Anger 
roiled through every part of him, down to his nail beds. He fantasized, briefly, about slicing 
open his hand to show Crowley the evidence of human frailty, but he reflected on his piddly 
first aid supplies and thought better of it. Besides, Aziraphale thought with a dark thread of 
humor, there ’s plenty of opportunity for me to injure myself as long as I’m stranded here. 


“An’chi-el?” It sounded like a question, it was so soft and delicate. 


“Go away!” Aziraphale curled even tighter, still sobbing brokenly into his own legs. Like an 
oyster trying to shield its soft flesh. “Just leave me to die! You can have my bones after, if 
you want.” The solid pressure of Crowley’s mass against his back increased steadily for 
several moments. Aziraphale could picture him, like an overly large dog leaning against him. 
His breathing steadied after a few minutes of pressure, which part of him hated as much as he 
appreciated it. He felt a few gentle, fleeting nudges against the back of his neck and his 
shoulder, and then the comforting weight was gone. 


He could hear the telltale sound of the merlot! slithering back into the water. Aziraphale let 
out a relieved sort of sigh and relaxed somewhat out of his ball. His sobbing turned silent, 
and he felt very sorry for himself indeed. For a whole host of reasons—not the least of which 
was due to the lack of Paracetamol. 


When he had finally cried himself out, he was so exhausted he lay himself out right there on 
the ground on his stomach and fell into a fitful sleep. 


It was still daylight when Aziraphale woke up. And considerably brighter out. Or, at least as 
bright as it got in this chamber. He was still alone, and he felt equal parts relieved and guilty. 
His head throbbed painfully. With no pharmaceuticals at hand, he did the next best thing and 
drank some water. He also dug into his supplies and ate some granola. 


Aziraphale felt like he had been returned to something like an emotional neutral, even if he 
also felt husked out. Crowley was nowhere to be seen. And not likely to return anytime soon, 
if he had to hazard a guess. His stomach clenched, and a lick of fear curled through his empty 
bones. “That’s a good thing,” Aziraphale tried to convince himself. “You’ve gotten too 
attached, and it’s good that he hasn’t completely habituated to humans. You’ve already done 
enough damage. You have to find a way out on your own.” It was a hollow victory. 


Aziraphale got his supplies together quickly, and he started going deeper into the cave, intent 
on finding new paths to explore, although he made sure to avoid the cave-in and the place 
they’d encountered the other merlotl. 


He wasn’t sure if he wanted to encounter Crowley. “He’s used to being on his own,” he said 
as he passed another reflective marker on the wall. “Clearly, if he wandered off after such a 
severe injury. And who knows how long he’s lived outside his maelstrom?” There was no 
reason to feel guilty. It was just nature. “Not all individuals successfully fit within the role 
that their society gives them. It’s just a natural consequence of having inclusion. Someone 
has to be rejected for an in-group to have any meaning. You shouldn’t even miss him,” 
Aziraphale lectured himself. “You shouldn’t have gotten in so deep. He’s a wild animal. Not 


a pet.” Aziraphale spared a prayer for every exotic animal in inappropriate captivity on God’s 
green Earth. “There’s a thought. Put him in a diamond collar and give him to a duchess with 
more money than sense.” He snorted quietly. “Absolutely not.” 


Aziraphale wanted to cry again when he ended up looped around to his own markers. 
Evidently, the long, skinny tunnel he’d found curled back on itself. So much time wasted. So 
much claustrophobia courted, and for what? He breathed in deep, trying to quell his anger 
and fear. /t’s fine. I’ll find another way through. There has to be another way through. 


Aziraphale had no idea how long he had been gone, but he judged by his stomach and feet 
that it was time to head back. His own footsteps seemed terribly loud and oppressive. “I 
suppose I can understand why Orpheus failed.” He could imagine, like this, in the terrible 
silence. Aziraphale shivered as he felt the phantom weight of Crowley curled along his back. 
His own ghost at his heels. “He won’t be there,” Aziraphale said under his breath, as soon as 
he recognized the seeds of hope in his chest. The fact that he wanted to see Crowley again... 
terrible. He tried to distract himself with a story. “Maybe Eurydice and Orpheus both failed. 
Why doesn’t she speak? Perhaps she was forbidden to say a word until she stepped on the 
surface, else she’d be bound to stay... Oh, that makes her goodbye so bittersweet.” He briefly 
wondered what Crowley would make of the addition before he could stop the thought. 
Aziraphale (mentally) kicked himself for the silly notion. It wasn’t as though Crowley could 
understand his stories anyway. “Ridiculous... Foolish sentiment, Eastwise. Very foolish.” 


Aziraphale returned to his sad little camp. He blinked as he saw the contents of his pack 
strewn out and spread all over. Like entrails from a carcass. Crowley. His stomach tightened 
as he anticipated his food stores must’ ve been completely plundered. He followed the path of 
his belongings to a large pile of rocks with a thin, narrow arm of stone proudly sticking out of 
the top. Some stalactite wedged into place by inhuman hands, perhaps. He frowned as he 
realized all his rations were present and accounted for. “Then... why?” 


He heard a telltale clicking from nearby, and Aziraphale felt a swoop in his gut. He turned in 
place, breathless. “Crowle—ughn!” Aziraphale stumbled backwards and nearly cracked his 
skull open on the long, protruding arm of rock as Crowley launched himself like a rocket and 
pulled Aziraphale down to the ground by his waist. He yelped, but he didn’t fight back. 
Aziraphale tried to curl himself into a ball and protect the most vital parts of his head and 
neck. It was very similar to their first encounter. Everything was a blur, and he whimpered as 
he felt blunt claws rake over his arms and flank. Wet teeth closed in around his shoulder, and 
he cried out in terror. He was a fool to think he’d built a real connection with this wild 
creature. Or else the encounter with the rest of his maelstrom had kickstarted Crowley’s 
latent, aggressive tendencies. Or Aziraphale’s own anger had done it. Either way, he was 
going to be killed and eaten—and he deserved it. Aziraphale squeezed his eyes even tighter 
against his tears, and he waited for the end. 


Only... Aziraphale cracked open an eye when he heard the familiar kh kh kh kh kh of 
Crowley’s laughter smothered into his shoulder. Those fangs hadn’t pierced his skin. 
Aziraphale took in a steadying breath and put a hand over his racing heart. Crowley pulled 
back and rested on his palms, looming over him, still clicking. 


He's playing. The thought landed with a dull thud. Crowley had set up a clever trap, a 
distraction, and he’d pounced on his unsuspecting playmate. Crowley clicked happily again 
as he wrestled over Aziraphale like a one-merlotl hurricane. Aziraphale cried out and balled 
up again. A few moments later, Crowley stopped and gave him that half frown he’d adopted. 
Aziraphale panted, trying to recover from his fright. Slowly, Crowley bent down with an 
open mouth, aiming for his shoulder, and Aziraphale shouted “NO!” while he frantically 
crossed at the hollow of his throat. Crowley’s head pulled back, as though he were surprised. 
Aziraphale felt himself getting angry again; tears welled up in his eyes. “No!” he said again, 
repeating their symbol before shoving Crowley back. “I’m not interested in that sort of... 
of... barbaric sport!” Crowley at /east had the good grace to hang his head and look... 
apologetic? Aziraphale was probably seeing what he wanted to see there. More likely it was a 
submission display, rather than a true apology. There was a cooing sound that emerged from 
Crowley’s throat. 


“We are a human and a merlotl—we have nothing whatsoever in common!” Aziraphale 
struggled to keep his temper as he pushed Crowley further off him, enough so that he could 
get up. He shook with badly suppressed rage as he saw a line of red down his forearm. He 
wasn’t sure if it was Crowley’s claws or the rocks that had cut him open. “Look!” Aziraphale 
shoved his bloodied arm in Crowley’s face. Crowley sniffed cautiously, and his tongue came 
out to curiously lick at his skin. It was... tacky. Not quite as sticky as a chameleon’s tongue 
or a frog’s tongue, but it was certainly a bit adhesive. It was also rather clover-shaped at the 
tip. Aziraphale jerked his arm back. “No!” He let out an annoyed breath through his nose. 
“You really don’t get it, do you?” Aziraphale stomped over to his purification setup and 
started rinsing the gash with a bit of clean, prepared water. He ignored the plaintive chirp 
from Crowley as he dug out a couple plasters. “This will be a complete nightmare,” 
Aziraphale growled as he peeled apart one of the plasters and tried to place it for maximum 
coverage. Once he’d done as much on his arm as was reasonable, he turned his attention to 
the treacherous rock pile that had nearly killed him. 


There was a terrible sound as soon as he touched it, and when he looked over at Crowley, he 
was frantically signing no as he moved to close the distance. He inserted himself between 
Aziraphale and the pile of rocks. Almost like a shark leaping up through the water’s surface. 
Aziraphale shuffled back hastily. He couldn’t tell what the significance of this object was, 
and Crowley had done nothing but irritate him today. “Oh, so you can touch all my things, but 
I can’t touch anything of yours!” Aziraphale pointedly ignored the rational voice telling him 
that Crowley had very little to call his own, and he likely didn’t have a concept of personal 
property. Although, his sensitive infrared equipment and motion detectors hadn’t been 
touched, now that he thought about it. And nothing had been harmed. Just moved. 


His headache came back to the fore with a vengeance. He could feel the blood pounding in 
his jaw and temples. Thats the problem. He too intelligent. Hes just smart enough you're 
fooling yourself into seeing more than whats really there. You’re anthropomorphizing this 
creature, and its not fair to him. You cant be mad at him like he’s a person when he’s clearly 
not. 


Aziraphale blew a deliberate stream of air out of his nose and told himself to let it go. It was 
like being angry with a parrot. And, like with a parrot, he couldn’t react in anger. Anger 


would be an inappropriate and counterproductive response. He would just have to be firm 
with his boundaries. 


Crowley sniffed at Aziraphale’s forearm as though distrustful of the plasters. He pulled his 
lips back and brought one of his claws up to pick at the edges. Aziraphale pulled his arm 
away and signed no. Crowley opened his mouth and let his short, clover-tipped tongue out 
with clear intent to lick at Aziraphale’s wounds. He firmly, but not unkindly, used his free 
hand to intercept Crowley, covering his nose and pushing him away slowly. As if 
discouraging a dog from sniffing at his dinner plate. “Enough of that. Do not lick my arm.” 


Aziraphale started cleaning up his things and carefully cataloguing them as he put them away 
neatly. When that task was done, he sat down to remove his shoes. He rolled his eyes at 
Crowley’s predictable little kh kh kh sound. “It’s really nothing special. They’re just shoes.” 
He set them neatly side by side and wiggled his toes inside his socks. He wished he could 
take them off, too, but it seemed unwise to be completely barefoot if he wasn’t going to sleep. 
He startled as Crowley crawled up to him. His head wove through the air, like a snake 
considering a mouse. The very tip of his tail fluttered against the stone, and then he braced 
his weight on his palms, bending down, getting ready to pounce. 


“No,” Aziraphale said clearly, firmly crossing an x at his throat. He didn’t raise his voice this 
time, and Crowley straightened up, a half frown curling his lip, his eyes drooping and half- 
lidded. “I’m sorry, but I’m not interested.” Aziraphale rubbed his chin; this might be a good 
opportunity to expand their language. “I don’t want to play.” He held up two fingers and 
sketched a small arc in the air. He signed no again. Crowley considered the motions, and after 
awhile—and passing his shoes back and forth among other, more desirable things to illustrate 
—Crowley seemed to get the gist of the idea. Aziraphale sighed, satisfied that his companion 
understood, and headed over to his pack to get a bit of a snack. He felt he’d earned it, what 
with all the excitement. 


As Aziraphale settled in and nibbled at a bit of granola, Crowley crawled closer. As though 
he were trying to be stealthy. Undetected. “What are you doing?” Aziraphale asked, trying 
not to let suspicion creep into his voice. Crowley froze for several minutes, but then he 
eventually started moving again. Aziraphale realized Crowley’s intention as soon as the 
merlotl’s weight pressed up along his side. 


“No thank you,” Aziraphale said and scooted away. He felt a little guilty, but it was for the 
best. He had to reestablish some distance between them. He signaled no want and pointedly 
looked away from the drooping gill stalks and half frown. Crowley looked like he was going 
to follow, but then he crawled over to the edge of the pond and slipped back into the water. 
After a few moments, he’d disappeared completely. 


Aziraphale let out a long sigh. This was for the best. One way or another, he wouldn’t be here 
forever. It was too cruel to let Crowley get used to that sort of comfort. And despite the fact 
that he was no longer enraged, he still felt... wounded by everything that had occurred. He 
was still (irrationally) upset with Crowley for bouncing back from such a serious injury so 
quickly—and for letting Aziraphale think he’d crawled off somewhere to die. “He should 
have at /east stuck close by while I was sleeping. How could he be so—so irresponsible? 


What if he’d reinjured himself somehow?” He sighed and scrubbed at his face. Crowley’s 
survival was out of his hands. This was why he needed distance. 


“Too involved. Too sentimental. Too attached,” he chided himself. “Well, if this morning 
didn’t do it, that’s probably gone and terminated whatever association we may have had.” 
Aziraphale smiled sadly to himself. Better to be a curiosity than a liability. And he probably 
already was that. 


He spent some time journaling in his field notebook, cleaning up his map to the best of his 
ability and cataloguing what had happened. It was not his most rigorously scientific work, but 
hopefully it would be enough for him to refer back to later for further investigation. He 
captured some of his thoughts. 


Merlotl: incredible regenerative power. Also aggressive/territorial. Social structure complex. 
(But flexible?) Intelligent. 


Aziraphale tapped his pencil on the edge of his notebook. Playful. Very intent on building 
social bonds. (Isolated.) Scared? He struck a line through that. Inquisitive. Tolerant. Sense of 
humor. Brave. Protective. Kind. Sweet. Resilient. Gentle. Aziraphale hesitated and rubbed at 
the plasters on his arm, but he let the word stay. Resourceful. Patient. Clever. Quick to pick up 
communication cues. Interesting laugh. Aziraphale smiled at that one and chuckled, despite 
himself. Fond of tangerines. As long as someone else peels. He doodled a round shape in the 
comer, the rock that had been left in his shoe. Eventually, he stopped trying to pretend he was 
writing about the species as a whole instead of just Crowley. Incapable of keeping his hands 
to himself. Fascinated by human objects. Nice. 


Aziraphale tried not to let too much guilt twist his heart because he had been decidedly not 
nice to the merlotl today. Honestly, Crowley was better off without him—like most people. 


Aziraphale turned back to his map, tracing his thumb over the cave-in. Maybe I should be 
trying to follow the waterways? He wondered how extensive the territory range was for the 
other merlotl. He looked up with a start as he heard a faint splash on the water’s surface. For 
a moment, he feared that the maelstrom had tracked him down to finish tearing him to pieces. 
It took him a few moments to locate the source of the sound with his torch. He moved the 
light away as soon as he realized it was Crowley—although, it took him a few moments to 
realize that’s what he was looking at. 


Crowley was swimming awkwardly on his back with a large pile of something sitting on his 
belly. A moment later, Aziraphale recognized it as one of his plastic bags, stuffed full of 
something unidentifiable. Aziraphale had a panicked vision of Crowley shoving his head into 
the bag and suffocating, or choking as he tried to eat it. “I guess not everything was 
accounted for. What are you up to, you thief?” He asked the question more to himself. 


“What are you doing here?” He directed this question towards Crowely, knowing he wouldn’t 
get an answer. “There’s nothing you want here.” Aziraphale got to his feet and placed his 
hands on his hips. “I have nothing to give you... what on Earth?” Aziraphale blinked as 
Crowley gurgled and croaked as he approached the shore. 


“Ah-ji-el!” 


“What?” He watched as Crowley drifted a bit closer and splashed his tail on the water’s 
surface. So carefully, the merlotl lifted the bag aloft. It looked like it was full of some type of 
vegetation or leaf litter. He reached out when Crowley shook the bag a little more vigorously, 
but still taking care to make sure the contents didn’t spill out. 


“Ah-en-gel!”’ 


Aziraphale took the bag carefully and peeked inside. It looked like moss. Painstakingly 
gathered. Aziraphale reached inside and rubbed a bit of it between his thumb and forefinger. 
“What is this...? I’m sorry, what is this for?” He hoped his look of loss and confusion was 
universal enough to be understood. Crowley righted himself and climbed out of the water. He 
crawled over to where Aziraphale had been sleeping. He wasn’t sure what to make of the fact 
that Crowley seemed to know his habits so well after so short a span of time. Crowley 
slapped his tail on the ground twice and then smacked his palm on the ground twice. 


Bemused, Aziraphale followed him over, and then he held the bag out so that it was about 
level with Crowley’s head. Crowley let out a burbling sort of sound, and he deliberately hit 
the ground twice again before he reached into the bag and started carefully spreading the 
moss on the ground, laying it out in a wide curve. He treated some pieces more carefully, and 
Aziraphale realized he was trying to transplant some of the heartier swatches of moss. He 
watched as Crowley painstakingly lined the moss along the stone. “Did you get this from the 
area with the cave-in? Why would you do that? You know that’s near where your maelstrom 
is!” Aziraphale sat down hard, his head pounding, ears ringing. 


When the bag was empty, Crowley wrapped it tightly around his arm, and he dipped back 
into the water. 


“Crowley, wait! No!!” But the merlotl was gone within moments, and Aziraphale trembled. 
He should go after Crowley, but what if he made the maelstrom more aggressive by being 
there? Aziraphale truly didn’t want to harm or injure any of these creatures. They were just 
doing their best to survive—all of them. Even the ones who had kicked Crowley out. They 
weren’t evil, as much as he felt for poor Crowley. 


The merlotl was back, however, suspiciously quickly. Aziraphale hadn’t even had time to get 
himself into a proper state by the time Crowley returned with another batch of moss. 
Aziraphale tried to take over, laying out the disconnected pieces and leaving the rooted ones 
for Crowley to deal with. The merlotl disappeared again. He came back with another sack full 
of moss, and Aziraphale supposed he must have placed it all in a secondary location from 
where he’d first gathered it. He wondered how much there was. Crowley paused and tilted 
his head, using his hand to shelter his eyes from the ambient light coming in from above as 
he inspected Aziraphale’s work. There were a few considering clicks before he gently patted 
Aziraphale on the wrist and gently smacked the ground twice again. Aziraphale felt a bit 
patronized. 


Crowley had two more trips to make. On the last round, the bag wasn’t nearly as full, but it 
was certainly heavier. Crowley seemed quite excited and pleased with himself because, as he 
tipped the last of it over (with some help from Aziraphale), two identical, green pieces of 
fruit rolled out. Crowley reached out, quick as a flash, and grabbed them, passing one of them 
to Aziraphale, his gill stalks flicking back and forth. 


“Thank you,” he whispered, quicksand filling in his throat. 
Aziraphale rubbed at his eyes which were damp again. Pull yourself together, Eastwise! 


He nibbled at the fruit. It was just as flavorless as before, but he felt better with it in his 
stomach. Aziraphale watched as Crowley approached his little carpet of moss. His mouth 
curled in a half frown, and he lowered himself down almost completely flat. Aziraphale 
watched as he carefully dampened the moss with the most roots, and put them at the edges of 
the boundaries. Then Crowley painstakingly shifted the free moss about. It seemed like he 
was alternating between aiming for a perfect circle and getting the best coverage—and the 
two goals were at odds with one another. 


Aziraphale covered his mouth in a gasp as he realized this was meant for him. A place to rest 
his head. That’s why he had crawled over to his sleeping place. Crowley seemed almost... 
embarrassed by the time he pulled back, but it looked like he was finally done fussing. He 
gently patted the moss, as if inviting Aziraphale to sit beside him. Then he curled down and 
lay his head there, so there was no possible way for him, a mere human, to misunderstand. 
Aziraphale hastily wiped at his eyes before lowering down, resting his cheek against some 
moss to show Crowley that he understood. 


He lay there, in spellbound wonder, staring into those dark eyes. Completely black from 
corer to corner, like volcanic glass. His heart trembled like an old watch-spring fit to break 
as he studied his own reflection in Crowley’s eyes. 


“What do you see in me?” Aziraphale breathed, achingly curious to know. As a child, his 
dearest wish had been to invent a machine to let humans converse with animals, and he found 
himself wishing he’d spent more time on that foolish dream. Aziraphale nearly jumped when 
that presumably positive sound emerged from Crowley’s throat again. It was much louder 
this close, but he could also see a half smile forming at the corner of Crowley’s mouth. 
Aziraphale smiled back—it was automatic. A social response ingrained by years of living in 
human society. Crowley tipped his chin down a little but still held his gaze, a smirk still 
twisting his lips. Aziraphale’s stomach twisted a bit guiltily, but he still found himself in awe 
at how quickly Crowley was adapting his nonverbal communication to match his own. 


“You are a wonder,” he breathed, unable to take his eyes off Crowley. It occurred to him, 
distantly, that eye contact like this was often taken as a challenge in many species, but 
Crowley was content to lay there, staring back into his eyes. Aziraphale couldn’t look away; 
he was completely helpless. He felt like he was trying to read those eyes like a page in a 
book. As if he could somehow find a way to read the merlotl’s thoughts. 


He suddenly felt a little conspiratorial. As if he and Crowley were sharing some great secret. 
Aziraphale breathed out a laugh at the ridiculous thought. But his laughter died as he found 
himself drawn away from his thoughts, deeper into those eyes. Crowley shifted, and he 
briefly, deliberately blinked, the first time in quite awhile. Being the naturally more moist of 
the two, he didn't need to blink as often. Aziraphale wondered if this is what merlotl quality 
time was like. If this was a method to improve the bonds of those within a maelstrom. 


“Tt must’ve been so long since you’ve been able to do this with anyone,” Aziraphale 
whispered, barely able to hear himself over Crowley’s low vocalizations. He found himself 


smiling again when Crowley let out a sigh, sounding for all the world like he was on the 
verge of dreamily content. His rumbling throat was so soothing, Aziraphale felt himself relax 
for the first time in days. He sighed in return, and Aziraphale laughed when Crowley sighed 
again to copy him. "Silly thing." His heart felt tremendously light. Like it had been pumped 
full of helium instead of blood. It was such a relief not to feel afraid. 


“An’chi-el.” Crowley said his name like it was something precious. Perhaps that was the 
great secret they shared. For a moment, it looked like Crowley was about to reach out, almost 
as if he were about to stroke Aziraphale's cheek, but he simply folded his arm beneath his 
cheek instead. 


It took all of Aziraphale's willpower not to reach over and do the same. But he could look. 
There was nothing wrong with looking. Without meaning to, Aziraphale found himself 
matching Crowley's breathing. His eyelids started to grow heavy and slid shut, and he let the 
rumbling sounds from the merlotl's throat wash over him. Eventually, Aziraphale felt himself 
drifting off, and he didn't fight it, slipping off to sleep. 


38 2K ok 


When Aziraphale woke up the next morning, groggy and confused, he lay there on the moss, 
gently rubbing the vegetation under his fingertips as awareness came back to him. As his 
surroundings came into focus, Aziraphale realized he was alone. He pushed himself onto his 
hands. Crowley was nowhere to be seen. Aziraphale peered into the lake, and he wasn’t there 
either. 


Aziraphale yawned and scrubbed his face.He set his water filters up, gathered together his 
breakfast, and forced himself to eat. He hadn’t really been taking care of himself the last 
couple days, what with all the excitement. He treated himself to a hot breakfast with some 
instant oatmeal. He put some of the dried fruit from his trail mix in there as well. This was 
going to be his last day with a reliable fuel for burning. His little mini burner was nearly 
spent. Unless he started burning his possessions, anyway. He’d have to try and cook up as 
much rice as he could tonight to prepare for the lean times ahead. 


As he was cleaning up from breakfast, he heard a trill from Crowley followed by a call of, 
“An’chiel!” He smiled, despite himself. 


“Hello, Crowley. Good morning.” He spooned up some more oatmeal. It was three-quarters 
of the way gone already. The merlotl sniffed in his direction before pulling onto shore. “I can 
let you lick the bowl when I’m done.” Aziraphale smiled softly. Crowley pulled himself over, 
and he sniffed at Aziraphale’s hair before he crawled over to examine the moss bed. He ran 
his fingers over it, then he carefully scooted over to the edge of the water and gathered some 
in one fist. Crowley dripped the water over the moss carefully, and Aziraphale held his 
breath. What a marvel. 


He imagined it was similar to beavers, or other den-building creatures. Methods to use 
natural resources and convert them into some measure of safety and comfort. He assumed 
Crowley had his own nest somewhere. He must’ve done. Probably underwater. 


Aziraphale finished his oatmeal, and he let Crowley lick out of the bowl after he’d finished 
scraping it. He gently took it back when it seemed the merlotl was done. He was surprised to 
see how much was left in the middle, in the deepest part of his little bowl. Crowley’s tongue 
didn’t seem to have enough reach to plumb those depths, it seemed. Aziraphale washed it 
clean as best he could, shaking it dry after. 


“Ah-en-gel,” Crowley said his name gravely. Aziraphale looked over. 


“Hm? What is it?” He packed up his travel bowl back into its kit and tucked it inside his 
rucksack. 


Follow, Crowley signed with something like enthusiasm. 
“All right.” Aziraphale signed wait in return. 
Crowley let out a growl and signed back a stream of follow-follow-follow-follow— 


“In a moment!” Aziraphale tried to assure him, gathering his things as quickly as he could. 
“Goodness, whatever’s gotten into you?” 


“Ah-en-GEL!” Crowley huffed out a noise and continued to urge him to follow, before he 
slipped into the water, evidently unable to wait any longer. But Aziraphale wouldn’t be 
rushed into forgetting anything important. He double-checked his surroundings before he 
finally turned to comply with Crowley’s wishes—and the merlotl was already shooting off 
towards the little side stream. 


“T say! Wait—Crowley, wait!” He took off in a jog to try and catch up. 


When they reached the adjoining chamber, Crowley stuck his head out of the water. “Ah-en- 
gel!” He frantically signed follow and dipped beneath the water’s surface before bobbing 
back up. Warily, Aziraphale let the merlotl lead him around to the far edge of the pond. 
Crowley hauled himself out of the pool and pulled himself eagerly over to a pile of stones 
Aziraphale hadn’t noticed before. (Had it even been there before?) It came up to about his 
shins. It looked a bit like the rock pile with the stalactite coming out of it, only much smaller. 
Had Crowley been building this? Aziraphale circled the strange feature, lifting his lantern to 
get a better feel for it. Definitely no stalactite or other protrusions sticking out of this one. He 
was at a complete loss as to what it was for. He looked back at Crowley, who was extremely 
still and staring intently at him. Aziraphale smiled weakly. 


“Tt’s, erm. It’s, er, very impressive. What is it?” He waited, but there was no explanation 
forthcoming. No demonstration. Aziraphale bent down and, gently, he touched one of the 
stones. Crowley sat up a little taller, and he leaned in towards Aziraphale. Feeling foolish, 
Aziraphale picked up the rock, examined it—a lovely, pale, gray thing—and then put it back 
down in place. “Very nice. I love all the... rocks.” He stood back up. 


Crowley looked down at the pile, and then back up to Aziraphale. His stalks wilted, and he 
croaked out a low, warbling sound. Abruptly, the merlotl started grabbing the stones and 
throwing them into the pond behind them. 


“Oh! I say, there’s no reason for that!” He reached down and tried to touch his hand to the 
back of Crowley’s wrist, but the merlotl jerked his hand away and kept undoing his work, 
single-mindedly tearing it down. Just as suddenly, when the pile was smaller, Crowley drew 
his tail around the edges of it and started scooting it closer to the edge of the pond. The small 
stones tumbled over themselves, and then they vanished down into the water. Aziraphale 
thought, helplessly, of the cave-in, but he knew that wasn’t the same thing at all. Those stones 
were much larger, and Crowley could easily get crushed in a rockslide if something went 
wrong. Crowley disappeared into the water, and he didn’t resurface. Aziraphale held his 
lantern out over the water’s surface, but Crowley was gone. 


“T didn’t mean to offend.” He put his lantern back onto his belt loop so he could twist his 
hands. “I’m sure it was a lovely... thingy.” 


With one last look to where there was no trace of any structure, Aziraphale disappeared into 
the tunnels—tresigned to a long, lonely hike in the dark. 


38 2K ok 


Aziraphale returned to camp that evening chilly and hungry. He felt some relief as this 
chamber was quite a bit warmer than the rest of the cave, exposed as it was to the outside air. 
He decided he would cook the rest of his rice. That was probably his best bet going forward. 
He could store the rest in a ziploc bag and use the water in one of the deeper chambers as a 
sort of crude refrigeration. He was fairly certain without the sun beating down on the water, 
the deeper sources would be much colder. It would be... questionable in terms of food safety, 
but better than the alternative. 


Crowley appeared as Aziraphale was just getting everything together. The merlotl seemed 
unusually reluctant to pull himself out of the pool. He didn’t even return Aziraphale’s 
greeting. He simply floated off the shore, the top of his head and dark eyes the only visible 
parts out of the water. Watching him. Aziraphale tried to ignore the feeling of being ogled. He 
felt a pang of sympathy for all the creatures he’d ever observed in the wild. The last oblique 
rays of sunlight were waning by the time he thought the rice should be ready. 


Aziraphale stirred the rice, peeking at it below the lid for a moment. It looked like it was 
nearly done. He startled a bit when he felt Crowley’s weight pressing up against his side. He 
hadn’t heard the merlotl get out of the water, too deep in his thoughts. Aziraphale tried to 
shoo Crowley away without tipping over the food or burning the merlotl. “I say, not right 
now—I mean, we shouldn’t anyway. You know that.” He gently redirected Crowley with a 
gentle turn and a very mild push. Again, he rather felt like he was discouraging an overly 
enthusiastic dog. 


Crowley’s gill stalks fanned down. He looked disappointed for a moment, and Aziraphale 
scolded himself. Crowley couldn t be disappointed. He ignored the half frown twisting 
Crowley’s mouth. It was uncanny how quickly he had adapted himself to mirror primate 
methods of communication. 


Crowley slithered his way over towards one of the large columns, pulling himself by his 
hands, and he wrapped his arms around it, looking for all the world like a sullen teen. 
Aziraphale tried to ignore the hairs rising on the back of his neck as Crowley stared at him. 


When he glanced over, he noticed that Crowley’s head was tilted, considering him from an 
oblique angle—and then he let go of the column and pushed himself backwards onto the 
ground. 


“Huuuu!” Crowley writhed and rolled in place, his tail thrashing spectacularly. Aziraphale 
jumped, not certain why the merlotl had just done that. 


“Crowley!” He rushed over to the merlotl, who was still rolling in place. ““What’s the matter? 
What happened?” 


Crowley let out another low noise, and his rolling came to a stop as he threw his arms 
dramatically open. Aziraphale gave Crowley a quick once-over with his eyes, and then knelt 
down and examined him, lightly running his fingers over the merlotl, but he didn’t look in 
any way damaged. 


“Tf this is another one of your jokes, it isn’t funny,” Aziraphale huffed and got to his feet. He 
headed back over to the rice. The fire was starting to sputter and die anyway. By the time he 
knelt down, the last sparks of blue had gone out. He sighed. Warm meals had been nice while 
they lasted. At least his rice was edible now. He cracked the lid open and gave the rice inside 
a quick stir before covering it again, ignoring Crowley, who was making more noises from 
where he was still sprawled. 


“T know there’s nothing wrong with you!” Aziraphale called over. He stared resolutely at the 
rice bowl. Hes just angling for attention. Like a child. Or a Footballer. Indeed, when 
Aziraphale glanced over again, Crowley started writhing even more dramatically. Aziraphale 
sighed and turned his gaze back to the rice, even as he fought a trace of a smile. Ridiculous 
thing. If he had the supplies for it, he’d give Crowley a plaster for his obvious spill, and 
that’d hopefully be the end of it for a bit. 


A few moments later, the faint and rolling sounds of false agony became shorter and more 
rhythmic. 


“Hu. Hu—uu. Ayyuu. Hu. Hu huuuu...” Aziraphale looked over and did the worst possible 
thing he could under the circumstances—he laughed. Crowley had pushed himself up onto 
one hand, using it to pull himself as he slithered towards the column, cradling his other hand 
against his body as if he’d been mortally wounded. Rather than his usual crawl, it was a bit 
more of an off-kilter canter. Like he was trying to limp without possessing legs. Crowley 
finally leaned against the column again and looked over his shoulder at Aziraphale 
plaintively, his tail curling in around himself. “Ahn-ji-el,” he warbled out; another patently 
false cry of pain. 


Aziraphale ate some hot rice directly from the cook pot. He chewed quietly and swallowed 
pointedly. “We’re not having this conversation. I am going to eat my dinner and enjoy it 
while it’s hot.” Aziraphale frowned as he ate more of the bland rice. “I’m going to eat it while 
it is hot.” He went over to his pack and got out a container of salt and shook it over the pot. 
At least it was something approaching flavor. Aziraphale allowed himself a tiny smirk when 
the “crying” paused for a curious trill. He put the salt away and settled in with his rice, 
watching Crowley with a dispassionate eye from several feet away. He was quite certain 


Crowley would have placed the back of his hand to his forehead for his little charade, if he’d 
had the cultural exposure. 


“Hnnnnn.” It was the barest tremor of a whine. Aziraphale felt like his heart was being 
gripped in a vice. 


“T am not interested,” Aziraphale directed at Crowley between mouthfuls of rice. Crowley let 
out another soft warble and melted into a puddle on the ground. Aziraphale nibbled at his 
rice, trying to eat slowly to allow himself to feel as full as possible. Crowley seemed to 
realize nothing would happen as long as Aziraphale was eating, but he stubbornly lay on the 
ground, occasionally letting out a tiny /uu—presumably so that Aziraphale wouldn’t forget 
about him. 


Eventually, he felt stuffed with rice. The warmth helped trigger his satiation response. 
Aziraphale set the rest aside to cool before he zipped it up into storage. No point in bagging 
up steam. He turned his attention back over to Crowley, who let out a distressed chirp and 
flailed an arm, slapping the ground. 


“Now what?” Aziraphale huffed out a laugh. “Come over here and stop this nonsense.” He 
gestured for Crowley to come here, but instead of flipping and crawling over, Crowley tipped 
onto his hip, and then rolled dramatically onto his back again. As though he couldn t turn 
over. He twisted again, rocking out with one arm and a noise of alarm before he rolled back 
again. Aziraphale shook his head and chuckled, “SSomeone’s out to win the Olivier award, I 
see.” 


Crowley vainly “struggled,” though his attempts were getting progressively weaker, until he 
flung his arm across his eyes and let out a soft rumble with every breath. Aziraphale sighed 
so that he wouldn’t laugh again and got to his feet. “All right, you hooligan, what’s wrong 
now?” Aziraphale couldn’t quite dampen his smile as he looked down at his feet after 
crossing the distance. He let out a weak laugh, despite himself. On the very end of the fin 
curving around the tip of Crowley’s tail was a rock. About the same size as the one Crowley 
had put in his shoe ages ago. “Are you trapped?” Aziraphale asked archly. 


Crowley threw himself dramatically against his ankles in response, slowly flipping back 
again with a ridiculous little wiggle. As if he were a tortoise on his back. “Huu!” Aziraphale 
thought about knocking it aside with his foot, but he knelt down instead and picked up the 
stone, flipping it away into the pond with a splash. A second later, he was nearly pinned 
under the weight of a very enthusiastic merlotl, and he wrapped his arms around Crowley’s 
waist to keep his balance. 


“Now—now, see here! You—you sneaky eel!” Aziraphale tried to ignore the warmth 
cracking his heart as Crowley’s tail curled around them in a gentle c. And the way the merlotl 
burrowed his face into Aziraphale’s neck... He awkwardly reached up to a bony elbow 
wrapped around his shoulders, but he didn’t pull Crowley off. He felt terribly conflicted. 


On the one hand, he shouldn’t be over-habituating Crowley to humans. But... he’d already 
built a rapport, not to mention a means of communication. He glanced over at the little moss 
bed Crowley had put together for him. Clearly, Crowley had accepted him as some sort of 
group member. It would be prudent, in some regards, to appease him and foster that 


closeness, but Aziraphale couldn’t stand the thought of taking advantage of Crowley like that. 
And it would be cruel to cozy up to him and then leave him abandoned and alone if he was 
rescued. But if I die... wouldnt it be better to have spent my last days on this Earth giving 
this creature some comfort? Surely in the face of all Crowley had done for him—and the 
verbal abuse he’d suffered yesterday—Aziraphale owed it to Crowley. He looked down at the 
top of his head, the fronds arcing like gorgeous branches off a fern. Kindness is never wasted. 
“All right,” Aziraphale whispered, resting his forehead against Crowley’s hair. “You win, you 
sneaky, wily thing.” 


Crowley made a noise like a happy squeaky toy as he let out a deep sigh and burrowed 
himself closer. “I’m sure you feel very clever.” Aziraphale carefully brushed his hands over 
Crowley’s smooth skin. The merlotl didn’t seem to object to this in the slightest. Aziraphale 
let his eyes fall closed. 


“Ahn’chi-el.” It was a soft, tender thing, terribly sweet. Aziraphale knew he shouldn’t think 
it, but he couldn't help but notice the different way Crowley said angel. Ah-en-gel was when 
he was frustrated, or angry, or wanted his attention. Ah-ji-el or Ahn-ji-el seemed to be for 
“ordinary” use and conversation (for lack of a better term). Ahn'chi-el... It was only ever said 
softly, in a trilling sort of whisper. Something wistful and terribly lonesome. 


“Ahn’chi-el,” Crowley whispered again. Aziraphale’s heart raced. Crowley seemed so... 
human. Holding him and tenderly murmuring his name. He could almost forget that Crowley 
was another species entirely, in the dark with his eyes closed. He swallowed and held 
Crowley a little tighter. Aziraphale noticed that Crowley’s skin was soft as well as smooth, 
and just the slightest bit sticky in places without being clammy. Something he would have 
expected of a salamander-like creature. Crowley reached between them with a curious hand 
and started squeezing at the buttons on his shirt with his thick, blunt nails, a half frown 
twisting his mouth. As if he didn’t quite trust them. 


“There’s so much we don’t know about your kind.” He reached out and brushed along the 
sail-fin ridge that ran along the top of Crowley’s tail. It was flexible, almost like rubber, 
likely as an adaptation to avoid injury when squeezing through tight crevices. The merlotl 
seemed to be bored with the clicking sound he could make with the buttons and traced his 
fingertips over Aziraphale’s uninjured arm instead, brushing his arm hair back against the 
grain. Crowley managed to grab a few hairs, and he pulled gently—slowly enough that it 
didn’t hurt. He bent down to peer closer at the goosebump shapes he revealed. “Yes, that’s 
my body hair,” Aziraphale chuckled nervously. 


Crowley lifted his tail and wrapped the end of it around Aziraphale’s ankle. It surprised him, 
and it suddenly felt like there was a lit match sitting in the pit of his stomach, burning its way 
down and through the rest of his body like a fuse. It seemed like such a... proprietary gesture. 
Aziraphale could feel the power there. Crowley’s tail couldn’t truly grasp him like a hand, but 
it was heavier than it looked, and strong. Pure muscle. The merlotl’s hand darted out and 
grabbed his own, surveying his open palm, the tacky pad of a thumb brushing the heel of his 
own. Suddenly, it seemed hard to breathe. 


Crowley’s grip was strong, but it didn't hurt. He could tell Crowley’s body had been honed 
for survival. Strength from a lifetime of swimming. It would be nothing for this creature to 


overpower him. To twist an arm behind his back, pin him to the ground, and wrap him in the 
flexible, unyielding stretch of his body and... and what? Eat him? Not likely, he thought with 
a breathy sort of laugh. He’d already had the chance to tear out his neck when he’d clamped 
his jaw around Aziraphale’s shoulder. Though, the thought of Crowley’s teeth closing around 
the nape of his neck now seemed thrilling rather than terrifying. 


A powerful, sensual squeeze of teeth lighting up his skin, hard nails digging into his soft 
wrist, the wet slide of smooth skin along his ankle. The flex and pull of Crowley’s body as he 
thrust himself against Aziraphale, holding him down, utterly trapped in useless struggle 
against Crowley’s intractable strength as he tried to mate him— 


Aziraphale froze. It was a burden, sometimes, having an imagination. But, as much as he 
knew he should be revolted by the thought, he couldn’t stop picturing it—although he wasn’t 
sure what sort of anatomy Crowley was working with. (There wasn’t even agreement if 
merlotl mated out of water.) 


He squirmed uncomfortably. Maybe he’d been alone too long, or too hungry for too long, but 
he couldn’t put it from his mind. He couldn’t overpower Crowley if the merlotl’s biological 
urges took over, if he wanted to take Aziraphale for a mate. There was a gentle squeeze 
around his ankle, his hand still held hostage as Crowley stroked and delicately squeezed the 
tips of his fingers. Aziraphale swallowed as his thoughts raced forward, following the 
premise to its logical, ultimate conclusion—and he was shamed to realize how much he 
wanted it. 


You are in an extremely tense, extended survival situation, he tried to rationalize. This is the 
result of extreme isolation and loneliness, probably coupled by a latent desire to pass along 
genetic material in case I die, no matter how unsuitable my selection of available partner. 

You have personified this creature into something more human than he is. Of course you are 
having these sorts of thoughts. His face was hot, burning. He reached down with the intention 
of pushing Crowley’s tail away, but he just let it sit there instead, drinking in the feel of him. 


He whimpered as Crowley flicked a tongue curiously at the end of his index finger, the 
texture of his tongue deeply intriguing in its stickiness. The merlotl made a questioning noise 
in return, but Aziraphale just shook his head. One of those little half frowns curled Crowley’s 
lip, and he started to pull his hand away, but Aziraphale reached out and grabbed it before he 
could retreat. In a moment of desperation, he drew feeble circles along Crowley’s palm with 
his fingertips. “Please!!” 


Because he was lonely. That much he could admit to himself. Whenever he was out of 
Crowley’s company, he felt small and scared and certain that he was going to die—and 
Aziraphale had no way to explain it to this being who probably had no way to understand. 


Crowley paused, a sort of unnaturally stiff adjustment to his posture before he crawled 
carefully around Aziraphale, who dropped one of his webbed hands, but then Aziraphale 
gasped as Crowley’s arms wrapped around his shoulders (after considering his angle of 
approach), stiffly, and tightly pulling him against his torso, his thick tail winding around 
Aziraphale’s legs and tickling the back of his thighs, spilling out of his lap. 


He felt tears spring to his eyes as he felt heat and shame fight to claw through him. He was 
stupidly aroused, and he didn't want to be. Crowley obviously wasn’t interested in him like 
that, nor would he want to be. This was a unique product of being human, and a sentimental 
one at that (and probably far too fond of fantasy and science fiction). Crowley was offering 
him some sort of limited comfort, probably based on the idea that he might be injured. This 
must’ve been what came to him naturally, but that didn’t mean a// his natural urges would 
transfer over to Aziraphale either. You're not high on the list of attractive mates for anyone, 
you know. Aziraphale closed his eyes and breathed through it, and simply let himself be held, 
trying to ignore how satisfying the weight of Crowley’s tail was against his lower half. The 
arms around him were such a familiar, comforting, Human sensation, it flayed his nerves raw, 
and he smothered some quiet sobs against Crowley’s elbow. 


The profane and taboo thoughts eventually died away in favor of the grounding sensation of 
being held. He was still alive, he hadn’t died yet, he had a way to survive, and he had a plan 
he was enacting to try and map a way out of this infernal cave system. No one had to know 
his strange and private thoughts, least of all Crowley, and the mere act of having them didn’t 
make him a bad person. Aziraphale had always been curious. And with so much of Crowley a 
mystery—and with how almost-human he sometimes seemed—it wasn’t difficult to see why 
he was latching onto his strange companion so deeply in this situation. Why he was 
imagining a deeper connection that wasn’t there. 


“Silly,” Aziraphale chided himself, reaching up a hand to wipe his face. “Silly, waste of 
energy.” He felt the press of a nose at the back of his neck, and he froze, half fearful his 
errant thoughts might suddenly come true. He realized it was a questioning sort of gesture. It 
was pleasant, though, and Aziraphale relaxed in Crowley’s arms. “I’m fine now.” He reached 
up and patted Crowley on the elbow, leaning away until the merlotl—almost reluctantly—let 
Aziraphale out of his arms. 


“T suppose I must feel nice and warm to you.” He smiled at Crowley. “Maybe you weren’t 
really trying to comfort me at all, but I do thank you.” He folded his hands in front of him. 
“Thank you, for... pressing the point. I do like cuddling with you.” Aziraphale couldn’t help 
reaching out to lightly tangle his fingertips with Crowley’s. They couldn’t really interlace 
fingers due to Crowley’s webbing, but the merlotl seemed to recognize it was a gesture born 
of closeness and held his fingertips there. 


“An’chi-el?” 


Aziraphale smiled and shook his head. “It’s nothing.” He got to his feet and went over to 
clean up from his dinner. He stirred the rice to make sure enough heat had dissipated before 
he bagged it up in a ziploc bag. He tied a bit of nylon cord around the top, and he submerged 
the bag in the next chamber over, where the water would be colder due to lack of sun 
exposure. It probably was just on the verge of being food safe as far as refrigeration was 
concerned, but it would have to do for now. 


When he was ready to try and sleep, he let Crowley crawl up beside him and hold him as he 
settled in to get comfortable. He half expected the merlotl to stay and serenade him to sleep 
again, but Crowley pushed himself onto his hands and crawled back into the lake after a short 


while. Aziraphale tried not to feel too disappointed. It had been nice the night before to be 
lulled into sleep after so many days of stress. 


Aziraphale lay on his side, trying his best to find a comfortable position to sleep, laying atop 
the thin layer of fabric of his other clothes and the moss Crowley had so thoughtfully 
gathered. It was remarkable how much he was willing to take care of Aziraphale. The 
instincts were so strong; he had to assume that merlotl took care of one another in their own 
social groups. Even ones that might not necessarily be able to contribute at the same levels as 
others. Which once again begged the question of why Crowley, an otherwise healthy and 
clever creature, had been kicked out. Unless, he’d never been kicked out? Was he never part 
of their group? Only that didn’t quite make sense. How else would Crowley have gotten 
here? Presumably, if he had been completely outside the social group, the other merlotl 
would have driven him back into the forest or killed him. He must’ve been part of their group 
at one point. Aziraphale had never been one to presume he had all the answers, but he was 
starting to understand the shape of what he didn’t know about merlotl. And it was a mountain 
the size of Everest. 


He ran his thumb gently over some moss in an attempt to hypnotize himself. Aziraphale 
wasn’t quite sure how long he was at it. He was half in and out of sleep when he heard the 
familiar sound of Crowley’s body breaking the surface of the lake. He sucked in a breath at 
the noise. 


He heard the wet drag of a long tail on stone, and Aziraphale lay there, his body heavy and 
sore from the ground beneath. He could hear the labored sound of Crowley’s breathing, then 
suddenly he felt the drip of water hitting his skin. 


“Angel.’’ Crowley curled up behind him, arms wrapping around Aziraphale’s middle, and 
suddenly he knew Crowley’s intentions. A cool hand slipped between his thighs, moving up 
in a deliberate, intentional touch. There was no question behind the gesture. No overture. Just 
complete confidence in the motion as he ran his hand against the grain of Aziraphale’s leg 
hair. As if he couldn’t conceive of a reality where his advances would be rebuffed. 


Perhaps accepting Crowley’s gifts and affection had been a courtship ritual this whole time. 
Maybe he’d agreed to this already without realizing it. A low ember of heat turned over in his 
belly at the thought. Crowley let out a low, singular hiss just beneath his ear, the tip of his tail 
slapping wetly against the rock. 


Aziraphale felt hot all over, but there was ice water in his veins, at the very core of him. You 
should stop this. Aziraphale swallowed and crossed his legs tightly at the ankle, shifting on 
his side, trying to ignore the body plastered against him. Trying to pretend he was still asleep. 
Trying to pretend his blood wasn’t moving south. 


He shivered as cool fingers glided along his thighs and then they pulled away. All of a 
sudden, there was a hand fisting the button of his shorts, and Aziraphale gasped. 


“Crowley—we can t—”’ He was already hard. His cheeks burned hot with guilt. /t’s your duty 
to try and stop this. Crowley was such a canny, curious thing; he’d already figured out the 
buttons of Aziraphale’s clothes. Without ceremony, his fly was opened, shorts and underwear 


pulled down to his knees. The cool air was a shock, and a temporary blessing, even as it 
narrowed all his focus to the sensation of heat burning through the head of his cock. 


“Angel,’’ Crowley said, deep and low, sounding very much like it meant we can. Aziraphale 
swallowed around something hot that burned its way down his throat. Like a piece of iron. 


“We’re not even, we’re not even biologically compatible,” Aziraphale managed to pant out, 
feeling dizzy and scared and painfully aroused. Crowley just sighed and gave a little clicking 
whistle as he nuzzled the back of Aziraphale’s neck. That’s when he felt it. 


There was a wide, blunt length jabbing into the back of his thigh. “Oh my word, you feel 
enormous.” Aziraphale was fairly certain he’d risk serious injury if Crowley truly was intent 
on claiming him. Despite himself, Aziraphale glanced down, craning over his shoulder, trying 
to catch a glimpse between their hips, but he couldn’t actually see, pressed together as they 
were. The head of whatever appendage Crowley was dealing with felt like it was at least as 
big around as Aziraphale’s wrist. When the rest of it pressed against the length of his thigh, 
Aziraphale swallowed. It felt like there was some sort of ridging on the underside, rather than 
veins. The whole length of Crowley’s sex was covered in hot, soft, oil-wet skin. Aziraphale 
gasped as Crowley gathered him up, one hand sinking into the softness of his belly, webbing 
stretching to accommodate the fat there. There was a tickle of sensation along the back of his 
calves. 


Aziraphale realized what he’d done a moment too late: He’d given himself a tail. Crowley’s 
wrapped around his ankles, squeezing them together all the more tightly. Furiously rubbing 
the slick, immense length of him against the seam of his thighs, against his buttocks. 


“Ah—ah—”’ For a moment Crowley was reduced to the barest sounds of pleasure. “Angel,” 
the word rolled over him like thunder. All at once, on his next thrust, Crowley slipped 
between Aziraphale’s thighs. 


Aziraphale felt a bit of relief, though it was somewhat of a shock to have the blood-hot length 
of Crowley nestled between his legs. This is really happening, he thought dizzily. He also had 
a vague twist of guilt that curled through his stomach. Crowley must be so disappointed not 
to be inside him, but there was just no possible way. 


Crowley pulled his hips back and slammed them forward again with a low groan, and 
Aziraphale sucked in a breath. The indirect stimulation was surprisingly intense. On the next 
thrust, Aziraphale’s cock just barely brushed against the back of the hand fiercely gripping 
his belly. Aziraphale squeezed his thighs tight together, and a low, obscene moan spilled from 
his lips on the next flurry of heat driving between his legs. Every snap left a wet, sticky kiss 
to the underside of his sack as his balls were rudely nudged aside. With each flex of 
Crowley’s spine, his hips, he drew the full incredible length of himself back. He easily had to 
be over a foot in length and, despite the incredible slickness, there was a long burn of friction 
between his legs. When the merlotl drove forward again, his hard shaft cut through the soft 
fat of his thighs like a ploughshare, and this time Aziraphale saw the thick, grey head of him 
as he looked down. There were three ridged openings at the tip, and Aziraphale was 
distracted for a moment, confused by what the extra holes could possibly be for. 


Crowley’s tail squeezed around his ankles, pressing them tighter together, and he lost his 
ability to breathe. The indirect brush of his own cock against the back of Crowley’s was 
infuriating and exquisite in equal measure. Of course his needs wouldn’t be attended to, of 
course. This was Crowley just doing what came naturally. He moaned and whimpered, 
trapped in Crowley’s arms, unable to chase any additional friction. Aziraphale couldn’t angle 
their cocks together like this, even with the immense length Crowley was working with, and 
he couldn’t quite bridge the distance to grind into the merlotl’s hand. It was agonizing, and 
every moan that broke out of his chest seemed to spur Crowley on faster. The sound of the 
merlotl’s skin slapping against his arse was wet and obscene. He burned hotter and hotter 
with every sound, with every trace of slick transferred to his legs. Aziraphale almost choked 
on his own breath as Crowley’s tail slipped between his calves, wrapping around more of 
him. He started shaking, trembling with how close he was to the edge. “Please, please, 
please, Crowley, please, ” he begged, but it didn’t matter. None of it mattered at all. 


Aziraphale woke up, clenching his own thigh with one hand; his erection aching and pressed 
into his wrist. His breathing came in hard, and he chased the sensations blindly for another 
hazy, confused moment before his thoughts sharpened into clarity. Aziraphale bit his lip with 
a whimper, but he forced his hips to stop, nails digging into his skin. Sharp enough to cut 
through the heat. Aziraphale breathed in deep through his nose. 


All right, Aziraphale, you aren't some base animal. You can resist this. The speculative 
picture of Crowley's imagined genitalia was fleeting, but the feel of it, the sense memory of 
having it squeezed between his thighs lingered. You know, it’s incredibly human-centric to 
picture that he has anything remotely compatible. Aziraphale was so close to the edge 
already, it was tempting to just give in. To find his release and get a bit of relief. Maybe the 
endorphins would do him good. Maybe it would rid him of this apparently recurring idea 
lodged in his brain. Besides, if he found his completion now, it wouldn’t be to or because of 
Crowley. Just his own body’s reaction. Nothing untoward about that. 


Cleaning up would be a complete nightmare. You dont have the luxury, as fleetingly good as 
it would feel. He scrubbed a hand over his face and took in another bracing lungful of air. His 
thumb was digging circles into the meat of his inner thigh. This is the least helpful 
manifestation of one’s survival urges. That’ all. He bit the inside of his lip. He knew it would 
eventually go away, but it was taking a lot of self control to not simply shove his hands into 
his pants and have done with it. More than it should have. With a whimper, Aziraphale 
pushed himself up onto his hands—and then he let out a startled yelp as he saw Crowley 
peering at him, dripping not three feet away. 


His face burned, and Aziraphale was quite sure he wanted to give up on survival completely 
at the moment. Dying would be easier than enduring this sort of shame. He turned to face 
away from Crowley. A mistake, evidently, since the merlotl crawled up behind him and 
started nudging the back of his neck curiously. 


An’ chi-el?” 


“It’s nothing,” Aziraphale said tightly. He wondered just how sensitive Crowley’s sense of 
smell was. Could he smell the differences in his various arousal levels? He could only hope 


that the various hormones and pheromones involved in the human sexual response cycle 
didn’t mean anything to Crowley. 


He felt another nudge at his shoulder. “An’chi-el?” Aziraphale startled as he felt the lightest 
touch to his side. He glanced down and saw a webbed hand resting at his waist. Aziraphale 
breathed in deep and buried the urge to roll away from the merlotl. Instead, he reached down, 
and gently patted Crowley’s hand. Then he scooted away as delicately and discreetly as he 
could. 


When he looked back, Crowley’s mouth was pulled into a deep half frown, and the tip of his 
tail flapped against the ground in agitation. “I’m fine, really, look.” Aziraphale went over to 
his pack, desperate for anything to distract Crowley—and himself—from the throbbing 
indiscretion still underneath his shorts. 


He wasn’t surprised when Crowley drew himself up across from Aziraphale, sticking his 
nose into the pack curiously. “Come on now,” Aziraphale chided him lightly, pulling the bag 
away so he could actually see what he was doing. A layer of ice encased his heart as Crowley 
reached out and gently encircled one knee with his webbed hand. He could feel it struggle to 
beat. 


“An’chi-el.” Crowley stressed the middle of the word, still frowning in... concern? 


Aziraphale rifled hurriedly through his trail mix, and he pulled out a chocolate piece to give 
to Crowley. One with a green candy shell coating because his brain insisted that they tasted 
the best. Aziraphale had, of course, done empirical testing to prove to himself otherwise, but 
that didn’t stop his brain from sending that information anyway. He hadn’t given Crowley 
pure chocolate before. He had tried to avoid giving Crowley too much in the way of sweets. 
(There had been a hint of it in one of the protein bars he’d shared, but not a significant 
amount.) “Look, see this?” He sloppily signed eat with his other hand and held it out to tempt 
Crowley. The merlot! leaned in close, his weight balancing on Aziraphale’s knee for the 
moment. He sniffed at the treat suspiciously, but then he must’ve decided it was worthy of a 
try because he opened his mouth. Expectantly. 


Aziraphale blushed and popped it in Crowley’s mouth, not thinking twice about having his 
fingers so close to his sharp teeth. He watched, fascinated, as Crowley methodically chewed 
the morsel, grinding it on his back teeth, alternating which side of his jaw he was using 
several times. It was a long time before he finally swallowed and started licking at his teeth. 
When he finished, Crowley blinked slowly and deliberately, and he let out a soft chirruping 
sound. 


Aziraphale chuckled. “Would you like another?” He held out a blue candy. Crowley moved 
his head from side to side, as though trying to track some nonexistent movement. Slowly, he 
finally opened his mouth again, and Aziraphale gave him a second candy. “Not sure? Or is it 
good but just too sweet? Maybe you’d like dark chocolate or white chocolate more.” Crowley 
ate the second candy just as methodically as the first, though he finally took his hand off 
Aziraphale’s knee so that he could circle behind him and settle on Aziraphale’s left. Crowley 
leaned in and sniffed audibly at Aziraphale’s ear. He tried to keep a poker face—and then 
immediately wondered why he was bothering to do so. You’re so foolish, Aziraphale! It’s not 
like he knows what lying is. 


He jumped up to his feet as soon as he felt the return of gentle fingers on his thigh, however. 
“Why don’t we get ready to go?” Aziraphale said the words with false cheer in his voice. He 
realized, rather awkwardly, that he had put the source of his problem right at Crowley’s eye 
level. The merlot! had a confused expression on his face—or at least an expression 
Aziraphale had continually chosen to read as confused. Aziraphale tucked into some trail mix 
as he hastily threw together his supplies and tried to behave as if nothing was wrong. When 
he was done with breakfast, he went over to the pond and ran the cool water over his hands 
and arms, hoping to shock the arousal out of his system. He sprinkled his legs for good 
measure. 


Finally, finally, he felt the leftover arousal starting to ebb, and he felt a bit more confident as 
he stood up again, ready to try and find a new way out of this stifling grave. “Well,” he said, 
with a great deal less false cheer than before, “you’re welcome to come with me, as always, 
but I best be getting a move on.” He adjusted his satchel, and he prayed that this would be the 
last such incident as he strode forward into the dark. 
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They settled into a rhythm. Crowley would either be there when Aziraphale woke up or he’d 
join Aziraphale after breakfast. Aziraphale searched the caves for a way out and filled more 
of his journal with his illustrations. Sometimes Crowley was still stymied by the lack of 
waterways connecting Aziraphale’s wanderings, but he’d made a few further tunnels, and he 
could follow Aziraphale more places now. He was also more willing to clamber on fin (if not 
on foot) while Aziraphale meandered through the caves. It was still something Crowley 
clearly avoided. Aziraphale didn’t blame him. He was still much more vulnerable on land, 
and he doubted it was pleasant dragging himself across stone all day. But he never 
complained. At least, Aziraphale didn’t think Crowley was complaining. He was still quite 
silent when they were out and about, but when they were back in their semi-cohabitated lair, 
he was far more vocal. The merlotl seemed content to let Aziraphale speak his mind and 
narrate his own actions, throwing in the occasional chirp or click or word. 


Aziraphale was grateful for him. Grateful that Crowley didn’t seem to mind his chatter. 
(Grateful that he’d been forgiven.) It helped keep him sane and on task. He was quite certain 
he’d go mad if he had to stay silent. Madder still, if he were on his own. Aziraphale’s 
thoughts flashed briefly to The Count of Monte Cristo. Poor Edmund Dantes. Six years in 
solitary confinement! Psychology wasn’t his area of expertise, but he knew it was considered 
a type of torture. That it could cause all sorts of harm. Even in small doses. Perhaps Crowley 
has saved me more than I even realized. His eyes watered suddenly. Crowley was so kind, so 
thoughtful, so generous and good-natured. To be exiled from the rest of his kind... Am I the 
mad priest to his Dantes? How could Crowley endure it? How long had he been cast out for? 


Aziraphale looked down at his knees. "Awful.” He pressed a hand to his chest. He didn’t even 
know how to begin to ask such a question of Crowley. He poured a bit of clean water into his 
hand and wet his face. He was slow to grow a beard, but he had patches of stubble that were 
starting to get unruly. Especially on his neck. He opened up his pocket knife and pulled his 
skin tight with one hand. Aziraphale tried to go parallel to his skin, but he knew this was a 
largely futile gesture. A small attempt at normalcy. His pocket knife was sharp, but it was 
hardly a straight razor. The sound of the blade on his skin was loud in the cave. Louder than 


the pounding in his ears. He paused as he heard the familiar sound of rippling on the water’s 
surface. 


“Crowley,” Aziraphale sighed happily, a knot in his chest slipping loose. “There you are. I 
was just thinking of you.” Aziraphale swallowed nervously and pulled at the skin on his 

neck. He would have to have an especially deft touch here. He ran his thumb over the bristles 
sprouting out of his skin again. Surely this would be the worst shaving job in history. He went 
as gently as he could, scraping the blade over the hairs. He stopped as Crowley hauled 
himself out of the water and crawled over to him, the wet slaps of his hands echoing faintly 

in the space. 


Aziraphale went very still as Crowley reached up a hand to touch his throat. He held his 
breath as he felt the blunt claws run delicately through the stubble. The very edge of his 
webbing tickled the column of his neck. “Hello,” Aziraphale chuckled nervously. He laughed 
as Crowley used his palm to drag the short growth of hair back and forth along his jawline. 
“Yes, I know I missed a spot. Now, this is sharp.” He gently nudged Crowley’s hand out of 
the way. He wanted his neck to be as clean as possible. He hated the feeling of his own hair 
sticking into the softer parts of his neck and under his chin. Sometimes, when he was feeling 
brave, he’d even go to a waxing parlor, just so he wouldn’t have to bother with the dull, 
dreary business of shaving and all the associated upkeep. He had found some very lovely and 
understanding estheticians, but he still felt the imaginary judgment of society for doing so. 
Aziraphale wet his lips, feeling a bit like a specimen under a microscope as Crowley stared at 
him, his breath softly pooling on Aziraphale’s cheek. 


He caught the barest motion from the corner of his eyes as he pulled his knife across the hair. 
The fan of Crowley’s stalks in his peripheral vision. 


“Ah-ji-el?” 


“Tt’s all right.” Aziraphale smiled gently. He chuckled as Crowley reached down to pet his 
substantially longer arm hairs. “No, Ill be leaving those.” He ran the pocketknife over the 
hem of his shorts quickly to get rid of any stray stubble and then drew it along his jaw. He did 
it several more times. Crowley reached out and pet his jawline with his palm again, and 
Aziraphale could feel a couple patches he had missed, but it was better. Certainly not the 
closest shave he’d ever had. He paused as Crowley tucked the end of his finger into the V of 
Aziraphale’s button up shirt. There was a bit of ashy chest hair peeking through. Aziraphale 
hesitated, then undid the button with one hand, letting his shirt fall more open. Crowley made 
an inquisitive sound and traced the very tips of his claws through it. Aziraphale chuckled 
nervously. “Pity you couldn’t offer me a shave, eh? I guess these are more for crushing and 
digging, being as blunt as they are.” He jumped as he felt a gentle tugging. He glanced down, 
and Crowley had grasped some of the hairs between his knuckles. He tugged again and 
clicked out a quiet laugh. 


“T suppose body hair must be a fabulously hilarious concept for you.” Aziraphale reached up 
to re-button his shirt, now that he’d indulged Crowley’s curiosity. He smiled as Crowley pet 
his arms. “Is the arm hair your favorite? Silly thing.” He reached up to scrape away the hair 
on the other side of his jaw as best he could without cutting himself. It took a long while, but 


Aziraphale felt a bit more normal after. He cleaned his pocketknife and closed it up. Pity he 
didn’t have anything properly reflective enough to act as a mirror. 


Crowley reached out and petted his face once more. Aziraphale felt fewer patches of stubble 
this time. He figured he could live with this for now. “You’d be really impressed if I had my 
electric razor. I’d be almost as smooth as you.” Aziraphale reached out and ran his knuckles 
along the edge of Crowley’s jaw. He jerked his hand back, guiltily, as soon as his brain 
caught up with his actions. Crowley only seemed more encouraged by this, and he wrapped 
himself around Aziraphale happily, resting his chin on the curve of his shoulder. Aziraphale 
smiled weakly and rested his hands on Crowley’s arms. “Well, I suppose... If you want, we 
could have a bit of a cuddle.” 


This was part of the new rhythm too. 


Aziraphale would be a liar if he said that the cuddling was only for Crowley’s benefit. 
Crowley was so warm and solid, and Aziraphale felt safe in his arms. Like everything would 
be okay again. Like he wasn’t living through his own personal Armageddon. So he didn’t say 
anything. There was nothing wrong with having a... bedtime ritual. He tried to ignore the 
nagging voice that said it might mean something more to Crowley. Only madness lay that 
way. They were... friends, of a sort. Nonhostile creatures of differing species who were 
peaceably cohabitating in the same environment. 


Companions who made attempts to impress and surprise one another. 


Crowley was constantly surprising Aziraphale. The most notable of which was when 
Aziraphale realized he’d been expanding his tunnels so he could follow Aziraphale more 
places. Aziraphale saw the fruits of his labor: a pile of stones beside a pool Crowley had 
never been able to access before. It was the greatest appearing act Aziraphale had ever seen. 


It made him feel like the coin trick he showed Crowley later paled in comparison. It had 
taken him several tries to pull it off. He’d muffed it four times, but Crowley seemed 
intrigued, regardless. But when he’d managed to palm the coin on the fifth try, Crowley had 
nearly lost his mind. He’d turned over Aziraphale’s hands, hunting for the coin. Aziraphale 
had only just managed to keep it concealed. He’d blown against his closed fist and opened 
his palm, revealing the coin, and Crowley had let out the strangest little high-pitched 
whooping sounds. (Aziraphale wondered if that was the merlotl equivalent of shouting 
witchcraft!) 


Now, though, he wondered if he should do more for Crowley. If he was truly Crowley’s only 
source of social interaction, perhaps he should do more than cuddle. Perhaps they could... 
wrestle. He felt a bit terrible for rejecting Crowley’s overtures for play. After all, even 
humans liked to play-fight. To say nothing of the hyper-Roman, ritualized combat of MMA 
and such sports. It was just Crowley’s bad luck that Aziraphale had never really been 
predisposed towards that sort of activity. Summoning up his courage, Aziraphale lightly 
bumped his chest against Crowley’s. Crowley pulled back, stalks flicking. He looked 
somewhere between annoyed and confused. Aziraphale bumped their shoulders together, 
hoping he would get the idea. “Come on, you were so keen on a spot of fisticuffs the other 
day. I’m better prepared this time.” He collided again with a bit more force, curling his hands 


up in front of his chest. Crowley uncoiled himself from around Aziraphale and shifted so he 
was looking directly into Aziraphale’s eyes. 


Crowley settled his weight back on his tail and lifted one of his hands to grab Aziraphale’s. 
He reached down and lightly tapped the ugly bruise on Aziraphale’s right knee. (Slightly 
larger and uglier than the one on the left.) Then, Crowley reached up and traced an x at the 
hollow of his throat, and he gently cradled Aziraphale’s hand back towards his own chest. As 
if he were handling something precious and fragile. Crowley lightly ran his other hand along 
Aziraphale’s calf before crawling back into the ideal cuddling position. That tail wound 
around Aziraphale’s legs, and he flushed. 


It wasn’t quite as humiliating as some of the physical education classes in his youth, but 
nearly so. “I could wrestle with you, if I wanted. I may not be a prime specimen of youth, but 
I’m not made of glass either, you know.” Crowley made some gentle noise that did little to 
assuage Aziraphale’s bruised ego. 


One of Crowley’s hands came down to his elbow, and he gently drew his fingers along 
Aziraphale’s left arm. To where his one remaining plaster valiantly clung to his skin, and his 
scabbed-over cut was exposed to the air. He moved his touch carefully to the side, gently 
dragging the backs of his claws through Aziraphale’s arm hairs. 


“T suppose it must be distressing for you to see how slowly a body can heal.” It was startling 
to think (if he set aside the feeling of humiliation) how Crowley had adjusted his expectations 
to accommodate their differences in ability. It was so painfully thoughtful, it made Aziraphale 
angry to think that he’d been excluded from his social group. His family. He pulled Crowley 
a titch closer. “Well, / appreciate you.” Their loss. 


That was how they spent their days. Aziraphale would wake up, eat, prepare some water and 
something to pass for lunch while he went out exploring. More often than not, Crowley was 
with him—though he was often gone. Presumably working on tunnels or hunting. Eventually, 
Aziraphale would return to the main chamber, and Crowley would eventually visit him, if he 
wasn’t with him already. They would pool what resources they could. (Crowley often had 
little to offer, and that was fine.) Aziraphale would have a light snack for supper and fill the 
quiet with chatter. Or else he’d try to entertain Crowley with some simple diversion. And at 
the end of the night, Crowley would eventually wrap himself around Aziraphale for a time, 
and they would hold each other. Sometimes, he stayed until Aziraphale fell asleep; 
sometimes, he crawled off for his own personal, inscrutable reasons. 


It was probably a bad thing that cuddling had become part of their little arrangement, but 
Aziraphale couldn’t bring himself to stop. He’d already been beastly enough to Crowley. He 
couldn’t bring himself to inflict any more social rejection onto the sweet thing’s head. 
Aziraphale was clearly filling in some vital role that Crowley no longer had access to, being 
outside the main structure of the maelstrom. And he could do that for Crowley. He could do 
that for now. Until he found a way out. 
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Aziraphale was trying to decide what he should do to pass the time for the evening by 
himself when he heard the rippling water that served as an announcement of Crowley’s 


arrival. He felt every part of his being light up. “Crowley!” He was always grateful that the 
merlotl came back to him willingly. He turned just in time to see him crawling out of the 
water, something in his mouth. Aziraphale jumped back when he realized what it was. A fish. 
The merlotl crawled a good distance away from the edge of the rocky bank and towards 
Aziraphale, where he dropped it at Aziraphale’s feet. It was pale white, nearly translucent, 
and foul-looking as it flopped around valiantly. Tears welled up in his eyes immediately. You 
eat, Aziraphale gestured at Crowley, but he stubbornly signed back no. Aziraphale didn’t 
know what to do. He couldn’t deny that a fresh source of protein was invaluable, but he had 
no way to cook anything at the moment. His little acetate burners were long since depleted. 
He had a leftover half of a protein bar from earlier that he needed to finish, that he’d been 
saving for dinner. Well... needs must when the devil drives, and all that. 


Aziraphale retrieved the protein bar and broke off a corner of it. It wasn’t the worst of them. 
Granola, dried cranberries, white chocolate chunks, and peanut butter chips melted together 
with some utterly wretched whey powder substance as the mortar. It stuck hopelessly to his 
fingers, but he held it out in offering. Crowley seemed rather amenable to sharing food, so 
perhaps they could split his... offering. Crowley eagerly nibbled away the offered corner. 
Aziraphale laughed a bit at the way he worked his jaw against the sticky protein base, like it 
was sticking his teeth together. He tittered again when Crowley darted back and licked his 
fingertips clean. 


He turned his attention back to the fish. It reminded Aziraphale a bit of a tilefish in shape, but 
smaller. It didn’t have scales, just translucent skin. It was a laughably small fish, all things 
considered, but impressive in size for a cave fish. Aziraphale choked down the rest of his 
protein bar and let Crowley run his curiously sticky tongue over his fingers and palms before 
he rinsed his hands and applied a few drops of hand sanitizer. With his hands as close to 
suitably clean as they could be under the circumstances, Aziraphale considered the fish, 
which had ceased flopping so severely in the last few minutes. He wasn’t sure how to 
approach this. He got his knife out and beheaded the thing as quickly as possible, feeling a 
tad guilty he hadn’t ended its suffering sooner. 


Aziraphale slowly and methodically made his way through carving the fish. He could cook 
and prepare food, but his knife work did leave something to be desired. It was something his 
last partner had criticized him for, and rightly so. Aziraphale had long disparaged his ability 
to do anything as simple as slicing a pear. He set the decapitated head and the guts to one 
side. He set the spine and fins aside next, leaving him with two rather oily, pale fillets of 
uneven sizes. Barely big enough to cover his palm when laid out side by side. Aziraphale 
tried to put visions of parasites out of his mind. He did have a container of salt, but surely not 
enough to properly cure it—not that he had the first idea how gravlax was made beyond 
broad concepts, but he was fairly certain it required more than salt. He would have to just 
suck it up and choke it down. These were good nutritional calories. Fuel for his human body. 
Aziraphale pulled the bag of rice he’d cooked from his makeshift refrigeration pool. It was 
still dry inside, thankfully. Dry, perhaps being the problem. He separated the remaining rice 
in half—it was probably best to try and finish it off tonight before it went off completely. 
Aziraphale realized that Crowley was watching him intently. He’d been so focused on 
cleaning the fish, he had barely spared any of his attention toward the merlotl. 


He tried smiling at Crowley and offered one of the fillets. The merlotl tilted his head but 
signaled you. Aziraphale gave a weak smile, and he put the fish scraps over one half of the 
rice, including an ill-fated sliver of fillet from the initial cleaning. He sliced his own fish meat 
into thin slices and placed it over his portion of rice. Aziraphale looked down at his plate, and 
his stomach gave an anticipatory clench. “Oh my, you couldn’t have caught this a few days 
ago, I suppose, no? Just my luck.” The fish meat looked like the least appetizing thing he’d 
ever seen, and yet his mouth watered. Aziraphale took his container of salt and put far too 
much of it over his plate. 


Deciding he might as well avoid putting off the inevitable, he pushed Crowley’s portion over 
to him, but the merlotl pushed it back. Aziraphale frowned. Crowley was usually fine with 
splitting their food resources like this, so why...? You. Eat, you, Aziraphale signed and made 
to push it back towards Crowley. Crowley opened his mouth and clicked in the back of his 
throat, miming the action of the salt shaker of his plate. Aziraphale laughed. “You can’t be 
serious!” 


“Ah-ji-el!” Crowley clicked in his throat again and shook his invisible container more 
vigorously. 


Aziraphale sighed, and he gave a few shakes over Crowley’s plate. “Fine, fine, but don’t 
blame me if you don’t like it.” Crowley had already pulled the plate towards himself, and he 
eagerly picked up what Aziraphale assumed was either the stomach or the liver and popped it 
into his mouth. He tried not to laugh at the merlotl’s expression. To Aziraphale, it seemed like 
Crowley was intrigued although not universally pleased with the experience. “Oh dear, how 
is it?” Crowley seemed to consider the taste in his mouth, then licked his fingers, then he 
pushed the plate back towards Aziraphale and mimed the shaker again. “All right, but this is 
the last one. Lord only knows what your ideal sodium intake should be. I’d hate to induce 
some sort of hypertension in you. Or disrupt the balance of your hydration.” He gave 
Crowley three more good shakes before firmly putting the salt back into his pack. 


Aziraphale looked down at his own plate with dread. He scooped up some rice and the least 
amount of fish he could manage, and, after taking a long while to contemplate the wisdom of 
his actions, shoved it into his mouth. 


The moment it touched his tongue, Aziraphale felt like he was eating ashes. Like he was 
forcing himself to eat dirt. He retched a bit, but choked down the first fishy, gritty bite. The 
aftertaste of salt was nearly as strong as the fish. Aziraphale wasn’t sure which was worse. 
His eyelashes felt damp as he choked down another mouthful. His stomach rumbled, and he 
prayed it wouldn’t come back up. He wondered if he could ever eat sashimi again. Although, 
this seemed nothing like eating what Aziraphale would consider a real fish. He shuddered as 
he took the third bite in two swallows, struggling through it as if he were fighting to get a 
horse pill down his throat. He leaned back on one hand, just needing a moment to rest from 
choking it down. His heart stopped when he realized he had an audience. 


Crowley was sitting extremely still—his own meal already more than half gone. His wide, 
dark eyes were half-lidded, almost sleepy looking, but Aziraphale somehow knew... it was 
sadness. The way his gill stalks drooped and—Aziraphale’s heart clenched guiltily at the next 
one—the half frown on his face that was probably closer to three quarters at this point. 


Aziraphale felt awful, so he plastered a smile on his face and tried to summon up any noise 
from his arsenal of pleased gustatory reactions. “Ah, mmm... mmm!!” It didn’t sound sincere 
to Aziraphale’s ears at all, and the merlotl spared him a brief look as if to ask him why 
bother? If anything, Crowley looked more wounded by Aziraphale’s attempted deception. He 
sank down so that he was belly down on the ground, and he picked at the rest of his own 
meal, looking incredibly forlorn. 


Aziraphale felt his eyes burn, and his vision blurred. “Crowley,” he said firmly. He needed 
the merlotl to know that this was not a wasted or unappreciated gesture. Aziraphale reached 
down and took the biggest bite of rice and fish he thought he could manage and chewed 
through it for what felt like five minutes before he was finally able to swallow it down. 
Aziraphale choked down some water after, and he said Crowley’s name again when he went 
in for another bite, maintaining eye contact with the merlotl the whole time, even when 
Aziraphale’s vision blurred through his tears. He made himself choke down the entire 
miserable thing, and he drank probably half a liter of water immediately after, but it was 
done. 


“Thank you, Crowley,” he said, his throat raw. Crowley had long since finished his own 
portion. He slithered forward and circled Aziraphale. He thought they might, well, embrace, 
but instead he ended up with a lap full of the wide band of muscle that made up Crowley’s 
tail, the rest of it wrapped loosely around his waist as the merlotl laid his torso out alongside 
Aziraphale’s legs. His eyes were half-lidded, and that half frown was back, and he simply 
reached out and caressed Aziraphale’s calf, tracing up and along the curves of it. 


“Crowley,” Aziraphale tried, but the merlotl barely looked up. His tail squeezed the barest 
amount around his waist before relaxing again—which Aziraphale was thankful for after that 
ordeal. “Crowley, I need you to know... even if I get food poisoning or some sort of fatal 
parasite, that gift was very much appreciated.” 


“An’chi-el,” Crowley sighed into his knees—and it had never sounded more forlorn or 
miserable. 


Aziraphale didn’t know what else he could say, didn’t know how he could possibly convey 
any concepts of gratitude in a way that Crowley might understand. Aziraphale reached down 
and let his thumb worry over the flexible bit of sail sitting in front of his navel. 


Crowley was very still and quiet for a long time, not making a single sound for the rest of the 
evening. He just pet Aziraphale’s legs and stared at them as if they were some sort of vast 
mystery of the universe before he finally unwrapped himself and slipped back into the water 
hours later. 


Aziraphale went to sleep feeling like a heel. 
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He woke up to water dripping onto his face. Aziraphale blinked fiercely and looked up. He 
listened, and he could hear a gentle rain above ground, and raindrops hitting the surface of 
the water. He realized he could also hear wind, and a leaf fluttered against his lips a moment 
later. Aziraphale spat it away and looked around. 


He’d woken up alone again. He still felt uneasy every time it happened, but he wasn’t sure 
how to communicate that to Crowley. It wasn’t fair, regardless. He was a free creature. He 
could come and go as it suited him. It was fine. Aziraphale smiled a bit. He wasn’t getting too 
wet, though he was getting more precipitation than he should have because of the wind. He 
would have thought he was safe from the rain. He picked up the leaf between his fingers and 
twirled it thoughtfully. Maybe this was a sign of hope. Maybe a new area of the cave would 
open up to the surface and he could find his way out. Or maybe another cave-in could 
happen and an exit you don t even know about is already closing to you. Aziraphale tried to 
tell himself he was no worse off in that case. 


He figured he’d see Crowley later on, as he did most days when they didn’t wake up together, 
and he got himself ready. He apportioned out some of his trail mix and ate half a protein bar, 
and washed it down with water. His stomach was still a bit... pinchy from the night before, 
but he kept everything down. Aziraphale made his way into the caves, tracing the familiar 
walls and walking slowly in the dark where he could get away with it. 


The cave system sounded different in the storm. Even in places where he couldn’t hear the 
wind and the rain, the pressure seemed to hit his ears differently. What concerned Aziraphale 
was that Crowley hadn’t come to join him. Where could he be? Worry twisted his stomach 
into a knot, and he found he couldn’t concentrate on mapping out the cave. Not without his 
constant companion. His shadow. 


“He wouldn’t have gone back to their territory, would he?” Aziraphale hoped not. Rather than 
risk getting lost, he turned around, heading back to familiar, well-marked paths. He stopped 
at the secondary pond and looked around for Crowley, but he didn’t see the merlotl. 
Aziraphale frowned. He headed back towards his resting chamber, and he had to keep the 
flashlight on, it was so dim with the clouds blotting out every last bit of sky available to him. 
They had changed in the time Aziraphale had been away. When he’d left, they’d been a soft 
and gentle grey. Like lovingly fluffed goose down. Now, the clouds were black, like oil- 
covered jet. It was colder, too, and he brushed along his arms. He heard the distant rumble of 
thunder, and the crack of a tree somewhere in the high winds. He didn’t see right away, but 
eventually, Aziraphale laid eyes on the corner of the chamber farthest from the gaping ceiling 
where—huddled and wrapped into a ball—was a shivering, shaking Crowley. 


“Oh, Crowley.” Aziraphale’s heart melted. His fear was replaced with a different sort of ache 
in his chest. “You poor thing.” Aziraphale managed to dig out one of his towels, and he 
approached Crowley quietly. It didn’t seem possible, but he pulled into a tighter ball, 
determined to have his tail cover every vulnerable part of his body at once. The rain hitting 
the surface of the pond was deafening now, no longer a soothing soundscape. Aziraphale 
padded the rough ground as best he could and sat down next to Crowley. “Are you all right, 
Crowley darling?” 


“Brrrirr,” shivered out the answer, in a strange, miserable-sounding trill. 


“Are you scared?” Aziraphale lightly laid his palm onto Crowley’s shoulder. Crowley 
flinched and tried to shrink further, but then he shuffled over so that he was a giant ball of 
merlotl pressing against Aziraphale’s thigh. Aziraphale tried not to laugh, but he didn’t see 


any outward movement in the dark, so all he could think of were octopodes tiptoeing across 
the ocean floor. Or crabs scuttling on their tiny pincer legs. 


“Brrrr!” He could feel Crowley’s trembles through his body, and Aziraphale’s sternum went 
back to feeling like it was cracking apart. He moved his palm in light circles along Crowley’s 
back. 


“You poor thing, it’s just a storm, and we’re safe enough down here, I think. And you’re out 
of the water, so that’s good.” Aziraphale shifted on his towel so that he could drape it over his 
elbow, and moved so that it had some give. He draped it over Crowley and bundled him 
closer, letting him stay in his protective ball for now. “It won’t last forever. It will pass.” 


"Brrrr!" 


“IT know,” Aziraphale said sympathetically. “I used to be quite frightened of storms when I 
was a wee, young lad. They were too noisy for me.” He jumped as an ear-splitting crack of 
thunder ripped through the cave. Crowley let out a quiet howl and shivered closer. 


Aziraphale put one hand over his chest and rubbed the other over Crowley’s back. 
“Goodness... that is scary.” He hoped that hadn’t damaged his hearing. Did he need to jury- 
rig some earplugs? Could he, with the supplies on hand? 


He looked down at his lap, where Crowley had finally migrated his ball-like form on top of 
his thighs. Aziraphale smiled softly and wrapped his arms and the towel around Crowley as 
best he could. The merlotl seemed to realize this wasn’t the ideal position, and he wrapped 
his arms around Aziraphale’s waist, as though trying to avoid detection. He pressed his face 
into the soft, though slightly less generous padding of Aziraphale’s belly. 


“Brrrr!” Crowley vocalized again, though in a lower register this time so he sounded less like 
one of Aziraphale’s first cellular phones. He wasn’t quite certain whether this was indicative 
of more or less distress. 


He had managed to wrap his tail around Aziraphale’s waist twice. 


Aziraphale brushed his hand lightly along the back of Crowley’s head. “Would you like me to 
sing?” He started swaying back and forth, and he felt Crowley’s claws dig in a little tighter 
into his flesh. 


“Ouch,” he said calmly. He started humming, gently swaying Crowley with him, trying to 
ignore the angry sound of wind and thunder above them. “Here, Crowley, look.” Aziraphale 
leaned back and tipped Crowley’s chin up carefully with his knuckles. 


“The incy-wincy spider went up the waterspout.” Aziraphale sang the first thing that popped 
to mind, dutifully twisting his fingers up until they had climbed over his head. 


“Brr?” Crowley still looked terrified, but Aziraphale had his full attention, at least. 


“Down came the rain, and washed the spider out.” Aziraphale mimed the flood of water 
crashing down, encouraged by the lone flick of a single gill stalk. 


“Out came the sun,”—Aziraphale made the requisite hoop over his head—“and dried out all 
the rain.” He splayed his hands and brought them down in front of himself, and started 
twisting his fingertips up and over each other. “And the incy-wincy spider went up the spout 
again... You try, come on, now—the incy-wincy spider went up the waterspout...” 
Aziraphale sang through the song four more times, feeling incredibly foolish until, on the 
fifth round, Crowley started miming the world’s very tiniest “spider.” His fingertips were so 
close together, and his hand twists so small, but Aziraphale was proud of him. 


“That’s it! Do you know the next part?” Crowley looked at him blankly when the “spider” 
was about chest height, so Aziraphale led him through the song again. On the next go around, 
Crowley seemed a bit more confident in the motions, and by the seventh, Aziraphale was 
merely humming and miming along with him as they walked through it together. 


Crowley had even started humming out every third or fourth note when the storm picked up 
in intensity again, and he let out a startled, screeching brrr before he burrowed against 
Aziraphale again, hiding his face squarely in the center of Aziraphale’s chest. 


“Hmm, would you like to hear a different song?” Aziraphale hummed out a few bars of 
Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head. He attempted to bounce Crowley to the jauntier tune. 
He got a squeak and a viselike grip around his ribs, and he couldn’t help smiling. 


“Raindrops keep falling on my head.” Aziraphale was more familiar with this song, unlike 
some of the others he had tried to sing for a barely conscious Crowley. Or perhaps the fact 
that Crowley wasn’t dying—only scared—was what let him remember the words. “And just 
like a guy whose feet are too big for his bed, nothing seems to fit.” He stubbornly continued 
to gently sway Crowley. “Those raindrops are falling on my head, they keep falling...” He 
fought a laugh as the tip of Crowley’s tail unwound from around his waist and bullied into 
the space between them, augering between his thighs. “That tickles!” He gently stroked his 
fingers down Crowley’s back and continued to sing. He wished he had a mobile on him so he 
could play Crowley the proper version of these songs. How could one person capture, 
without the rest of the music, that wonderful melancholy on the cusp of brightness? The 
steady beating thrum of hope, the turn from pessimism to optimism? 


Aziraphale smiled as he saw Crowley turn in his lap and draw in his hands as he started to 
mime the spider again. Such a brave fellow! Aziraphale thought it was the dearest thing that 
Crowley was matching the same movements to a different song. “But there’s one thing I 
know.” He rested his cheek against Crowley’s hair for a moment. “The blues they send to 
meet me, won’t defeat me.” He smiled as Crowley earnestly lifted his arms in a circle over 
his head to bring out the sun, and he pulled back to give him more room. Crowley’s face was 
taut as he met Aziraphale’s gaze with that same earnestness. “It won’t be long, till happiness 
comes to meet me...” Crowley was a little more amenable to being swayed as he did the 
motions for the spider along with the song. 


Aziraphale found himself choked up by the end, without warning. His throat was suddenly 
thick, and he blinked fiercely through a sudden flood of tears. “I’m—I’m never going to stop 
the rain by complaining, because... I’m free... Nothing’s worrying...”—A roll of thunder 
ripped through the sky and seemed to tumble away slowly—‘*...me.” 


Aziraphale rocked Crowley and hummed the final verse over and over. He paused when 
Crowley reached up and touched his cheek, being so mindful of his claws. Aziraphale sniffed 
lightly. “I know, it’s silly.” He gave Crowley a weak smile. Crowley gave a rather intense half 
frown in return, and he started the motions again. Aziraphale laughed. “No, I don’t need to 
spider, thank you. But you can.” 


As if to prove he was all right, Aziraphale started singing the first song that came into his 
head. 


“A merlotl he would wooing go, heigh-ho! Says Crowley.” Crowley seemed startled to hear 
his name in a song, so Aziraphale sang it again. Crowley’s frills flicked in unison as 
Aziraphale sang out his name once more. The merlotl’s focus was so intense he barely 
flinched at the next roll of thunder. “Do you like it? When I sing about you?” 


Aziraphale smiled. There was something almost childlike to Crowley’s wonder. Obviously, 
he was a fully grown, capable member of his species, but there was something... unvarnished 
about his ability to learn. He didn’t have the same sense of embarrassment about 
encountering new things or ideas that humans so often accumulated as they aged. Aziraphale 
himself often succumbed to the feeling, and he was in the very profession of lifelong 
learning! It broke his heart how often his students expressed shame at asking a question. He 
wondered what sort of questions Crowley might ask of him if they had a better vocabulary. 


“A merlotl he would a-wooing go, whether his mother would let him or no. With a roly poly, 
gammon, and spinach, heigh-ho says Anthony Crowley!” Of course, Aziraphale was 
obligated to sing the rest, as Crowley sat up taller and leaned in close, unblinking and awed. 


Crowley seemed a bit stymied by the way the song didn’t match very well with the motions 
for the Incy-Wincy Spider, but he curled around Aziraphale, winding around him so that his 
head was in his lap and he was looking up at Aziraphale with those dark black eyes 
occasionally lit by lightning. The merlotl squeezed his eyes shut every time it happened, but 
he didn’t appear to want to look away from Aziraphale, even for a moment, as he made his 
way through the long, meandering song. Made longer and more meandering because he made 
some changes. For one, he was fairly certain Crowley would eat a mouse as soon as marry it, 
so he rather inelegantly changed “Mrs. Mousey” to “lovely human.” And he certainly 
couldn’t have the song end with animals eating each other. Aziraphale eventually found his 
way to an ending where Anthony Crowley made a soft, downy bed and shook hands good 
night with the human. 


He reached down, unable to quite help himself after the song was done, and he rubbed his 
thumb over one of Crowley’s eyebrows. “I wonder if your lot tells stories. Do you sing, 
Crowley? I’ve heard so many noises that you can make. I think you’d be a lovelier singer 
than me, if you tried it.” 


Crowley didn’t answer, but the storm seemed to have lessened a bit in intensity. The merlotl 
was clearly still uneasy, though, and he stayed attached to Aziraphale and crawled over him a 
bit like he was a jungle gym. 


Aziraphale was rather shocked when he heard Crowley’s stomach rumbling. “Did you not eat 
today? Oh, Crowley, you poor thing.” He rather doubted he would be allowed up, but he tried 


anyway. As he suspected, Crowley clung to him tighter and let out a pathetic, whining 
almost-brrr noise. This one was closer to the Auu sound he’d tried to employ in his act of 
subterfuge before. 


“T’m not going anywhere,” Aziraphale tried to assure him. He signed eat and then water, 
hoping Crowley would understand. He sighed as Crowley refused to let him go, and he 
started making his way towards his gear with a very heavy, but determined, merlotl clinging 
to his calf. “I’m going to fall—and you’re going to get rock burn, surely.” Crowley clung to 
him even more stubbornly. Aziraphale sighed again, though he was relieved when Crowley 
finally unwound himself as he knelt down to get inside his pack. He fished out a protein bar 
and grabbed a fresh bottle of water, and then made his way back over to the towel. A little 
easier this time, since Crowley was crawling as fast as he could next to him. Aziraphale made 
sure his pace was leisurely so the merlot! could keep up. 


He barely had time to get settled when he sat back down, as Crowley climbed immediately 
into his lap again, arms thrown around Aziraphale’s shoulders. Aziraphale brought up a hand 
to steady them both. After a bit, Aziraphale unwrapped the foil from the protein bar and 
nibbled at a corner. This one had agave syrup to sweeten it and counteract the whey formula 
within. Utterly wretched, but satisfying. The taste wasn’t so bad, although it was a bit cloying 
with the choco chips melted through as well, but the texture was mealy and awful, like most 
of his bars. He broke off a segment and held it out for Crowley, who didn’t reach out to take 
It. 


“You need to eat, love,” Aziraphale said gently, holding it just under Crowley’s chin. It took 
ages, but Crowley finally, slowly bent his head down and nibbled at the corner of it. It was so 
strange to see Crowley so quiet and subdued. Usually, he was a bundle of energy and 
curiosity. Aziraphale reached out and tenderly wiped away a crumb from the corner of 
Crowley’s mouth. “You poor thing, it’ll be okay. I promise you." He fed Crowley about half 
of his protein bar, though it probably took two hours. He was only able to persuade Crowley 
to take bites every ten or fifteen minutes it felt like. He reached out without thinking after 
Crowley finally finished the last bite and stroked his neck with the back of two fingers, as if 
he were a bird. “There’s a good boy.” Aziraphale's fingers brushed Crowley’s chest as he 
snatched his hand away guiltily. “I’m sorry, that was probably patronizing. You’re very smart 
and brave. I hope you know that.” 


Crowley closed his eyes slowly and let out a short, shaky breath. He shifted and piled himself 
into Aziraphale’s lap again, head resting on his thighs. Crowley’s tail wound loosely around 
Aziraphale’s stretched-out legs. He shifted and wiggled before he let out a deep sigh, eyes 
still closed. 


“Are you sleepy, my friend?” He reached out and pet his fingers loosely through Crowley’s 
hair. The merlotl cracked one eye open before slowly letting it fall shut again. 


“Brr,” Crowley said, though he sounded exhausted. 


“T think that’s a good plan,” Aziraphale said softly, still dragging his fingers through 
Crowley’s hair. “Do you want me to sing?” 


Crowley made a soft sound, but then he brought his hand up to his cheek and dragged his 
finger down for yes. 


“Here comes the sun,” Aziraphale sang softly, in quiet defiance of the storm raging on the 
surface. “Here comes the sun... that’s what I said... It’s all right.” Aziraphale hummed some 
of the guitar riffs. Eventually, when he suspected Crowley was nearly asleep, he hummed the 
whole thing. After a few rounds, he stopped humming and softly breathed out, “Crowley?” 


There wasn’t any response, but he could see Crowley’s gill stalks twitch and flick as he slept. 
His eyes moved behind closed lids as well. Aziraphale held his breath. He wondered what 
sort of dreams merlot! had. Presumably, he was dreaming, if his eyes were moving like that. 
Sleep was a complicated business in the animal kingdom; not every creature under the sun 
was capable of dreams. He let his hand rest in Crowley’s hair without moving, but it was so 
tempting to continue to pet him. Let him rest. Let him sleep through his fear and dream of 
whatever he likes best. Aziraphale leaned back and rested his head against the wall and rested 
his own eyes. It wasn’t comfortable, but he felt himself grow drowsy nonetheless. Probably 
helped along by Crowley’s weight and warmth on him. Aziraphale’s mouth twitched in a 
smile as he tried to fight off his impending nap. Here they were, a few feet away from the 
closest thing Aziraphale could hope for as a bed, and they were sleeping on the hard ground 
still. At least it's dry over here. That was the last coherent thought Aziraphale had before he 
dropped off himself. 
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The next morning, Aziraphale woke up and rubbed at his eyes. He could hear birds calling 
already, but he’d been able to sleep through the remainder of the storm and whatever morning 
sounds they had made. It had been a long night, cuddling and comforting Crowley. He was 
not surprised to see that the merlotl had returned, and was curled a short distance away from 
the nest, watching him sleep. What he discovered next, however, might’ve been even more 
exciting than waking up to see he had company. 


Aziraphale saw there had been several deposits from the forest above during the storm. 
Something dangerously close to hope ratcheted up his throat. Wood! There was wood floating 
on the water! Twigs and branches of varying sizes. He staggered groggily over towards the 
edge of the water. He started gathering every bit of driftwood his fingers so much as touched. 
“T could have used this the other night, that fish...” 


Aziraphale’s stomach clenched at the memory. He set the wood to one side so it could dry. “If 
only it had stormed a few days sooner...”” Crowley made a curious noise, but then he 
splashed into the water. A few minutes later, he propelled himself by his powerful tail back 
towards Aziraphale, arms laden with more detritus. He passed it over to Aziraphale eagerly. 
He held it up, floating happily at the edge of the water. Aziraphale smiled and took the pile of 
branches and twigs from Crowley. 


“Thank you. That was very helpful.” 


Crowley let out a cheery sort of burble. Aziraphale piled it over with the rest to dry out. Then 
he went through the routine process of getting his camp ready for the day. He set his water 
filters to run, he cleaned up from his breakfast, and put away any loose supplies in his bag 


that weren’t coming in the shoulder satchel. He looked over to his left as he got to his feet, 
ready to do more mapping. He saw the now-familiar bits of Crowley’s body peeking above 
the surface of the water. Aziraphale hummed and adjusted his shoulder strap and started 
down the route to the secondary pond and then on to the larger Room of Pillars, as he’d 
started to call it (It was getting to be second nature, by now.), where there were no pools for 
Crowley to peek out of to surprise him or splash him. 


Aziraphale hated it when Crowley was out of sight. It made it difficult to be brave, on his 
own in the dark, and he fretted every moment. Aziraphale couldn’t help but worry that 
Crowley might run into either of the nasty-looking merlotl they had seen before. Not nasty, 
Aziraphale chided his thoughts. Territorial. 


His heart sank when he didn’t see Crowley waiting for him when he emerged from the 
chamber. He had found a new nexus point, and it had a fair amount of waterways running 
through it—not just the ones Crowley had expanded with his own hands. “I’II be fine,” 
Aziraphale told himself. “Crowley is a highly intelligent creature. Surely he knows not to 
engage with them unless absolutely necessary.” He wondered what on Earth the merlotl had 
done that was so bad. What Crowley had done to get himself kicked out of the group and 
relegated to less-than-ideal foraging grounds? Why would they throw away a perfectly 
resourceful, nurturing, clever individual? He tried not to think about how long Crowley had 
lived here, and how he hadn’t brought Aziraphale to a different exit. It was harder to hold 
onto hope when Crowley wasn’t there. Aziraphale wondered, as he followed a new set of 
twists and turns, if this was it. Was this the end? 


Not here and now, just yet, but would it be another day like this? With less food and drink. 
He wondered if Crowley would be sad. Would he even understand? Aziraphale shook his 
head, trying to clear the dark thoughts from his mind. “I wish I knew how to tell him how 
uneasy I get by myself.” Aziraphale frowned. His anxiety spiked every time he woke up 
alone. (Worse if Crowley had been there when he dropped off.) It was always an inauspicious 
start to his day. 


He curled against a winding spiral tunnel when the hunger became something more than a 
persistent nagging. He made his way messily through a protein bar. He noticed he was going 
a little less further in distance these days. Not by much, but he was feeling more and more 
sluggish by the end of his treks, and feeling it sooner. He wasn’t sure if it was due to his 
mood, or if it was the lack of hot food. Hopefully the firewood would help with that. He still 
had some oatmeal packets left. Maybe if he got lucky, Crowley would be able to catch 
another fish and he could cook it this time. 


It was harder when he was on his own, Aziraphale could admit, to come up short of salvation 
after his searches. When he was with Crowley, it was easier to pretend as if he’d merely been 
out on a walk with a friend. A very strange, non—human-shaped friend, but a friend 
nonetheless. The goal didn’t seem to matter as much, nor did his failure. 


He walked the long, lonely road back to his campsite. If the sun was still up, he might be able 
to charge this torch as well. 


Aziraphale felt his heart lift when he got back to his camp and saw Crowley curled up on a 
nearby ledge. "Crowley!" 


Crowley stretched his hands out in front of him and arched his endless expanse of spine in an 
indolent curve. It almost looked like he was folding himself in half. Backwards. Aziraphale 
chuckled nervously as Crowley looked at him from his upside-down vantage point. 


“Ah-en gel!” His tail slapped lightly against the ground. He shivered himself upright, 
slipping into the lake a moment later. Crowley disappeared for a few moments. Just a streak 
of color under the surface of the water. He bobbed up like a cork just off the shore, dark eyes 
glittering faintly with the ambient light striking them. 


“Hello.” Aziraphale smiled at Crowley, the edges of his mouth trembling. “How was your 
day?” The only good thing about not being in Crowley’s constant company was that 
Aziraphale could be happy to see him again. 


“Jour. Di,” Crowley parroted, surfacing farther up out of the water. 
“T fear I didn’t accomplish much.” Aziraphale crouched down near the water’s edge. 
“Fir. Com. P’ lish.” 


“Nothing at all, I’m afraid.” Aziraphale smiled, and Crowley gave him a crooked half smile 
in return. 


“P’ lish!” Crowley stumbled over the sound, but he seemed to like it a great deal. Repeating it 
over and over again until it was almost soothing. 


Aziraphale rocked back on his heels and made his way over to the wood he’d set aside that 
morning. The first thing he noticed was that it had moved. Crowley must’ve come back at 
some point and relocated his stash into the shifting sunlight. It was also a good deal larger. 
Nearly twice as much detritus and driftwood as there had been this morning. The final thing 
Aziraphale noticed was that there were two heavily laden fruit branches nestled in there as 
well. Each one held at least a dozen of those small and flavorless fruits. Aziraphale reached 
out with a dazed hand. His vision had inexplicably blurred. He blinked past the wetness and 
looked over at Crowley, who cheerfully signed you and said, “P’lissssh!” He shaped his 
mouth around the sounds as if they were utterly fascinating. 


Aziraphale pulled a fruit off the stem, and he gave it a quick rinse before he bit into it 
gratefully. He could feel tears slipping down his cheeks, and he had to dab his wrist against 
his nose awkwardly. “You are a marvel,” Aziraphale finally said after he swallowed, his voice 
thick. 


“P’lo p’lo p’lo p’lo p’lo p’lo p’lo,” Crowley vocalized in an endless stream. He sounded like 
a quiet and airy motor for a Vespa or somesuch. Aziraphale dabbed at his eyes next with a 
watery laugh. 


“Silly thing.” He grabbed some fuel and started making a fire. It wouldn’t be quite as easy or 
consistent to cook over, but at least he had a way to heat up some water again. Aziraphale 
nearly sobbed as the gloopy oatmeal started to bubble and thicken. Feeling bold, he cut 
another of the fruit up into tiny slivers for a garnish. He speared one and tried cooking it, but 
all it tasted like was hot water that a pear might have breathed on once in the past century. 


Crowley seemed wary of the fire, but he approached Aziraphale anyway. Albeit in a 
staggering, indirect route. “I apologize,” Aziraphale said. “I suppose the light must bother 
you.” Still, Crowley edged his way next to Aziraphale, sniffing curiously at the oatmeal. “We 
need to wait for it to cool,” Aziraphale said, passing Crowley a sliver of fruit instead. “Just a 
bit.” 


Crowley made a pensive noise and curled up against him, pillowing his cheek on 
Aziraphale’s shoulder. “You may have saved my life, you know.” Aziraphale tried not to 
think for how long. He reached up and absently tousled Crowley’s hair as he stirred the 
oatmeal with his other hand. After a few minutes, Aziraphale took a bite. It wasn’t too hot, so 
he spooned up another bite—making sure to get a sliver of fruit in there—and he held it up to 
Crowley’s mouth. It took a few moments for him to get the idea. Crowley tried to bite it first, 
and then he hissed, smacking the utensil against the roof of his mouth with his tongue next. 
Slowly, Aziraphale was allowed to pull the spoon away, and Crowley flickered his tongue out 
to follow and lick it clean. He didn’t seem interested in any more after that, so Aziraphale 
cleaned the spoon (he felt a little guilty he hadn’t done that before, seeing as the mouth was 
one of the filthiest parts of the human body) and finished the rest of the oatmeal, moaning 
heavily as hot food settled into his belly again. He felt alive for the first time in days. 


When he opened his eyes, Crowley was staring at him. Aziraphale’s cheeks burned, distinct 
even against the heat from the fire. Before he finished his oatmeal, Aziraphale decided to 
stomp it out, trying to preserve as much fuel as he could. He ended up having to use a bit of 
water to fully extinguish it, but not as much as he feared. He settled in to cuddle with 
Crowley, who seemed only too delighted with the situation. 


Aziraphale spoke, and Crowely mostly listened. As he often did. Tonight he told Crowley all 
about his job and Cambridge and the incredible laboratories and libraries at his disposal back 
home. 


“Some of the texts are so ancient you can’t even check them out, you know.” He wondered if 
Crowley ever tired of his ceaseless prattling. Aziraphale knew it could be a little much 
sometimes, and the merlotl must’ve been so used to quiet. Just far-off forest sounds and water 
on stone. He reassured himself that Crowley probably wouldn’t have any human 
compunctions surrounding politeness and would simply leave if he’d had enough. In fact, it 
was in the middle of describing his office, long after sunset, that Crowley pulled away from 
Aziraphale. He made a clicking noise that sounded eerily like the plastic switch of his torch. 


"Oh, you're right. I ought to turn this off." He reached over and flicked the light completely 
off. He blinked as darkness smothered his vision. He could only just barely make out some 
shapes with the slivers of moonlight and starlight up above. 


Crowley crawled across the cave and laid over the pile of rocks that had nearly brained 
Aziraphale days ago. The merlot! was very still. Only the barest flapping of his tail let 
Aziraphale know he hadn’t suddenly fallen asleep. He twisted his hands nervously. “I’m 
sorry. I know this must seem like... like such irritating, endless noise to you.” Crowley lifted 
his head and let out a questioning rumble. Aziraphale swallowed. “Is it all right? If I keep 
talking, even if you can’t understand me, or answer?” He heard the tap-tap of Crowley’s tail 
against stone. Perhaps he hadn’t offended Crowley at all? 


Aziraphale dropped his voice to a low murmur. Just in case Crowley was tired of his chatter. 
“Well, it is small, but it’s my office, and I certainly don’t intend to give it up without a fight, 
you know. I’d give quite a lot to be there right now, grading terrible term papers.” He paused. 
“T would—will—miss you, of course. You know that, I hope.” Aziraphale twisted his hands. 
“Because I’m afraid I do need to get out of here at some point. Quite frightfully badly.” He 
was startled, when Crowley rumbled quietly again and started slipping backwards off the pile 
of rocks. He couldn’t fathom what it was for, but it was the only thing besides the great 
underground root that Crowley had ever gotten expressly territorial over. Aziraphale had tried 
to avoid it ever since the day he’d been pounced. 


Aziraphale’s eyes had grown tired at some point, and he let them close, rubbing at his eyelids 
until fireworks exploded against the black. He used to do that as a child sometimes, watching 
the showers his optic nerves had created. His mother had been furious when he confessed to 
this pastime. She’d put the fear of blindness in him, so he’d stopped sharpish. 


It was strangely comforting, knowing that his parents were already gone. They wouldn’t be 
devastated if he never made it out of here. When he’d been orphaned at age 36, Aziraphale 
had never envisioned a moment where he’d be glad they were gone. It wasn’t quite true to 
say that no one would miss him; he did have friends, after all. And he had a few relations he 
was still on good terms with, but on the whole... Aziraphale felt that he was one of the best 
candidates to be lost in an abyss, all things considered. He would inflict minimal pain on 
those around him. Some of his students would, no doubt, be distantly sad. Some of his 
colleagues at Cambridge might miss him from time to time, but he didn’t have anyone who 
would be truly, deeply wounded by his passing, and Aziraphale could only count it as a 
blessing. 


Aziraphale started with a gasp as he felt an arm wrap around his middle. He’d been so deep 
in thought, he hadn’t heard Crowley’s approach. “Sorry,” he murmured, and forced his 
muscles to relax, dropping a casual arm around Crowley in return. “Did I ever tell you about 
the student who wrote a paper that was meant to be about Dipladenia but they kept writing 
Diplodocus throughout?” Aziraphale chuckled. “I don’t know if it was the autocorrect doing 
it to them, or if they were just careless, but it was quite amusing to read about a long-necked 
dinosaur being pollinated. Poor thing needn't have been so confused. The genus change to 
Mandevilla took place ages ago. I got the sense it was, ah, not the most thoroughly 
researched paper.” 


Aziraphale flushed as he felt Crowley curl around him. It felt like the merlotl was tucking his 
face right into the space between his bicep and his armpit. Aziraphale had been trying to do 
his best with spot-cleaning, but he hadn’t had a real bath in ages, so he couldn’t imagine that 
was altogether pleasant. He’d have to do something about that, eventually. Or else he might 
try peeling off his skin altogether. 


“You are a very strange creature sometimes, I hope you know that,” Aziraphale said, his 
cheeks still burning. Crowley merely gave a contented sigh in response and then started 
rumbling that amphibious, stoppering call. Like a fingernail running over a thick plastic 
comb. Aziraphale wondered if it was the air exploding along the cartilage of his larynx, or if 
it was some other property that caused that noise. Crowley didn’t have a throat sac like a 
grouse or a frog, yet it was still quite a powerful sound. Aziraphale smiled as he felt Crowley 


shift and rest his chin on Aziraphale’s chest, not quite reaching his sternum. Aziraphale could 
feel the ramble of Crowley’s throat as he vocalized. 


“You're doing that on purpose,” Aziraphale mumbled with no real malice. It was just as 
soothing as it had been before, and he felt exhaustion taking over his body. He let out a soft 
note of protest as he felt Crowley pulling back. He reached out feebly, but the merlotl slipped 
through his grasp easily. “No, don’t leave.” He felt utterly bereft, but he knew Crowley had to 
go back into the water at some point. He probably had a nest somewhere for sleeping. The 
tips of his fingertips brushed against warm moss where Crowley had been. “I hate it when 
you’re gone in the mornings,” Aziraphale whined, rolling over onto his side. That contented 
noise echoed through the space, but it was already getting quieter and—for a wild moment— 
cut off from all sense of sight, Aziraphale felt like he was shrinking and growing smaller. 
That he was drifting away, downstream on a river. And then he knew no more. 
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Chapter End Notes 


I was remiss in chapter one and I forgot to thank a bunch of other people: Sarah, Leila, 
Muse, Moon, Sodium, Emma, Char... if I have left anyone else out, please know it is not 
intentional, part of it is also that some spaces no longer exist, so some records are now 
lost ; A; but I love you all! I could not have persisted with this story if not for your 
support. And thank you to everyone for the kind comments on chapter one! <3 


Astute observers will notice that the chapter count went up b/c Wulf is a genius and 
found a good spot to break things up. I may also add one more chapter at the very end 
after the epilogue to do something fun. The next chapter is probably.... 95.5% written? I 
only have a few gaps to fill in, and then editing/revising, so you know... hopefully it 
won't be several months between updates but again, you know. Work and school _(:3 | 
£) 


Expanded content notes: 


Aziraphale is going through it in this chapter. He's not quite there in terms of 
understanding the full reality of Crowley as a complete being with personhood. As a 
result, there are some comparisons, mostly to animals, as Aziraphale tries to make sense 
of what is in front of his face. Part of this also manifests in fantasies/dreams in which his 
consent is somewhat immaterial because that makes it ‘safe’ or ‘not his fault’ (but also, 


if Crowley is truly not a sapient/sentient being then he would be amoral and outside 
those types of concerns anyway, but this is a digression). 


While there are some potentially interpreted as squishy areas, and times where 
Aziraphale is aroused in Crowley’s presence without exactly wanting to be, and there 
are some initial communication barriers (and willful ignorance on Aziraphale’s part), 
ultimately everything that will (eventually) happen between the two of them sexually is 
definitely consensual. 


Also, the same general stress of a survival situation continues to apply. 


Findings 


Chapter Summary 


“An’chi-el?” 


“Just getting clean.” He made their sign for water, and then gestured to himself. Water. 
Me. He heard that telltale sound of Crowley circling him, and the skin along the back of 
his neck seemed to prickle and tighten under the imagined scrutiny. 


He didn’t know how on Earth he should start asking for privacy, so he just started to cup 
water from the basin and splash it over his skin. One of the rocks was softer and 
rounder, almost like a beach pebble, and he used that as delicately as he could against 
his skin, where he felt the most foul and filthy, starting under his arms. “You’re lucky 
you don’t have to deal with the primate smell situation.” His voice caught as he could 
feel Crowley’s breath on his shoulder. He could picture the merlotl seated behind him, 
peering over his shoulder curiously, towards his lap. His skin prickled at all the almost- 
contact he could sense. 


Chapter Notes 


Hello! It's finally here! I am the world's most glacial editor, I'm sorry. Thank you to 
Wulf, once again, for helping me edit this beast and also just generally holding my hand 
XD It was a busy semester, but I did it!! I got myself onto the dean's list!!! (What an 
unnecessary goal at this point in my life! LOL) My schedule for the rest of this school 
year is still fairly ambitious, but nothing like this semester, thankfully. If all goes well, 
I'll only have six more classes going into 2023. I appreciate everyone's patience with the 
erratic update schedule as I also have to work to keep a roof over my head. 


but!! It's not as mean as the other one I'm still very excited to share this chapter with all 
of you because it's got some of my favorite parts in the whole story <3 (And not just the 
smut ehuehuehuehue) Listen. Listen. I promise everything will be okay!! 


You can also check the endnotes for slightly more detailed content warning for the 
chapter. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


It didn't happen every night, but Aziraphale did dream of Crowley again. It was embarrassing 
every time. 


"Hello Crowley," he said, aware that this was a dream, but unable to control it. Aziraphale 
had never been able to perfect the art of lucid dreaming, even when he knew he was sleeping. 
It always felt like trying to use the controls on an unresponsive car whenever he attempted to 
take on the role of subconscious director. "Shall we get on with it?" 


Crowley was sprawled in a lazy recline, exposing his belly in a fantastic display of trust. The 
long, glorious line of his underside was mouthwateringly gorgeous. 


There was a whole mountain of tangerines nearby; Aziraphale reached out to take one, his 
hand moving as if he were underwater. His thumbnail pierced the bright skin, slipping into 
the rind. He could see the fruit in the center of the black expanse of Crowley’s eyes, like a 
pupil, reflecting back bronze. “You really are a lovely thing,” he said helplessly, dropping 

aside a long curl of blinding orange rind. 


When the tangerine was naked, exposed to the very core, he peeled away a segment. 
Aziraphale was already comfortably lying next to Crowley—because, suddenly, he'd always 
been lying next to Crowley—tracing the fruit over his pale lips. As soon as that mouth 
opened, he slipped the treat inside, and there was that little clicking rush of air in the back of 
Crowley’s throat as he closed his mouth around Aziraphale’s fingertips. Crowley’s tongue 
swept over his skin, licking up all the juice. Slowly, he was allowed to pull his fingers out of 
Crowley’s mouth, away from the almost-sticky surface of his tongue while Crowley gave that 
clicking laugh that had frightened Aziraphale before he’d understood what it meant. 


“Khk. Khk. Khk. Khk, khuh, khk...” The soft plosions of air were as infectious as any sweet 
laughter Aziraphale had ever heard. 


“Think you’re clever, do you?” 


“Ah-hm,” Crowley stated, dragging a finger down his cheek for yes as he often did when they 
were awake, something sly in his expression as he finished chewing the rest of the tangerine 
slice. 


Aziraphale smiled softly, utterly gone on this creature. If he did nothing else but dote on 
Crowley for the rest of his days, then that would be time on this Earth well spent. He peeled 
off another tangerine sliver and fed Crowley again, letting his fingers stay captured a little 
longer this time. He teased with the next segment, pulling back at the last moment, and those 
soft little clicks of air returned. Aziraphale relented and swept the fruit into Crowley’s mouth, 
locking his gaze into the deepest black as that tongue flicked over his fingers again. 


Aziraphale was the first to move this time. He let the tangerine roll away, heard it splash into 
the pond as he slid a hand around Crowley’s waist. He pulled them flush together. He wasn't 
surprised to feel himself half hard and pressing against the smooth muscles of Crowley’s 
belly. 


“Do you want me? I can mate with you, if you want me to. If you’d like. Do you?” he asked. 
Want? You? he signed. 


Crowley’s mouth quirked in his little half smile, and he dragged a finger down Aziraphale’s 
cheek in answer. Yes. 


Aziraphale shivered, undone by the transformation of the gesture from moving it from 
Crowley’s cheek to his own. The complexity of thought behind it! Yes, you. Yes, I want you. 
As was the nature of dreams, Aziraphale understood it implicitly, intrinsically, in all the 
layers of meaning it held. He watched, helpless, as Crowley dragged vertical lines along 
every part of him that he could reach, followed by want. Yes-want-chest. Yes-want-hip. Yes- 
want-thigh. Yes-want-lips. Yes-want—Aziraphale bit back a whimper as a finger dragged 
along the length of his bare and throbbing cock. 


Aziraphale took Crowley by the shoulders and rolled him onto his back. His thumb was 
between them, sweeping for where the entrance to Crowley’s genitals should be. A small 
patch of skin fluttered open as he dragged his thumb down, pulling back to reveal skin the 
same color as the interior of Crowley’s mouth. Flesh red. Bright and obscene in its saturation 
compared to the rest of his pale coloration. There was a thick, milky fluid leaking from the 
base of the opening, rolling over the perfectly smooth skin of Crowley’s tail. 


Aziraphale bit his lip, then surged forward to bite Crowley’s, frantically signing want, want, 
want to the skin above his vent. A powerful tail wrapped itself around his calves, but even 
though it was squeezing, Crowley wasn’t insisting, just waiting. Letting Aziraphale set the 
pace. Aziraphale sank his thumb in, and there was a fierce heat there. The walls were 
deliciously ridged and covered in slick, but there was a supple yield, as if Crowley could take 
anything Aziraphale wished to give him. He swirled his thumb with a shuddering breath. 


“You're so perfect,” he murmured against the other’s mouth, and he withdrew his thumb to 
sign yes just above Crowley’s opening. The tail around his legs tightened urgently, and 
Aziraphale slid his cock in alongside his thumb with a gasp. 


The pleasure was so immediate and intense, Aziraphale thought he might come instantly. The 
entire squeeze of Crowley around him was almost too much to endure. It felt like something 
was writhing internally against his cock, something that didn’t want to let him go. The 
undulating, fierce clench and roll where they were joined drew him in deeper, before he had a 
chance to move. 


There was a whine of protest from his partner as he withdrew his hand to hold Crowley by 
the hips. A few moments later, after some experimental tries, he realized he couldn’t really 
pull back and thrust into Crowley. What he could do instead was work his hips in desperate 
little corkscrew motions, following Crowley in what felt like an ever-chasing rut up into 
bliss. The noises in Crowley’s throat got higher and higher—oddly dolphin-like in places. 


The merlotl reached between them, and he shakily signed yes down Aziraphale’s cheek 
again.Aziraphale invented a new sign then and there, one he traced down Crowley’s back, 
and it meant mine. 


Crowley’s strong hands clenched at his shoulders like an anchor as his noises pitched higher 
still until Crowley was suddenly chanting angel, angel, angel over and over in his ear as 
Aziraphale continued to grind. He’d wound himself closer to the edge as well, and he angled 
his hips to drive a little more power into them. Blunt claws pulled across his shoulders. 


“Angel, angel, an-gel!”” Crowley babbled the word like a prayer. 


“That’s it, love.” He pressed a humid, shaky kiss to Crowley’s cheek. “Let me see you, you 
beauty.” Aziraphale sealed their lips together as he came, spilling hot, sharp pulses of come 
into a body designed for something else. Crowley tasted like tangerines, and he keened into 
Aziraphale’s mouth. Aziraphale felt an answering slickness pulse back from deeper within 
the canal that refused to let him go. 


Aziraphale woke with a groan, rubbing at his eyes with the heel of his palm. He felt flushed 
and dizzy, all of his senses focused on the aching line beneath his pants. He let out short, 
unsteady breaths, deathly afraid the slightest shift would be enough to send him over the edge 
and spilling into his clothes. (It was probably past time to think about how on earth he should 
properly wash himself and his outer layers, but he didn’t want to contaminate Crowley’s 
water supply, either. He could spend some brainpower on that problem later, when the vast 
majority of his blood flow wasn’t being directed southwards.) 


He tried focusing on his breath, on the air flowing in and out of his nostrils, on the way his 
belly and chest expanded and contracted. Aziraphale swallowed, but it felt like trying to 
ignore a smouldering fire underneath his clothes. 


“Overactive imagination,” Aziraphale told himself in a hoarse whisper. His throat was rough 
and cracked with sleep. “Repeated exposure to an intrusive thought that has become a 
fixation. Imagining a deeper relationship than what actually exists.” Something twisted 
guiltily in his chest. 


This had been quite different from his previous dreams. In those, it had all... happened to 
him. Which made it okay. Or at least not his fault. He wasn’t taking advantage of Crowley in 
those. Not when he was being pinned down (and loving every second of it). Or the dream 
where Crowley had mated him while he was sleeping (coming to awareness with a slick 
phallic appendage up his arse). Or the one where the merlotl had climbed on top of him and 
writhed on his cock (heedless of his existence or pleasure, only chasing instinctual 
completion). The night before last, he’d dreamed of Crowley simply shoving aside his 
clothes and sinking down onto his prick; something like tentacles wrapping around his shaft 
and manipulating him, forcing him to rub all the right spaces within his partner. 


“We had that conversation about calamari,” Aziraphale recalled, if bemoaning all his favorite 
restaurants being on the other side of the globe could be considered a conversation. 


He wasn’t sure how to explain the sudden shift to an active participant in his subconscious. 
He thought about the dragon’s hoard of citrus he’d had in the dream, and for a moment the 
gnawing hunger in his stomach eclipsed the heat between his legs. “I do wish I had more 
tangerines.” Crowley deserves tangerines, he thought. And chocolate. And sushi. Real sushi. 
Oodles of it. 


““.. ’m lonely,” he whispered softly. And every passing day makes it more likely I am going 
to die. I have enough water, at least. I can outlast my food supplies. “And he 1s attractive.” 
Aziraphale couldn’t argue against that. Crowley’s features had a favorable structure, as far as 
human faces went. With his sharp, high cheekbones and his perfectly proportioned lips. He 
was a handsome specimen of merlotl, which was not something Aziraphale had ever noticed 
beyond the aesthetic before, with what little documentation they possessed as a community. 


A distant bit of trivia tickled the back of Aziraphale’s brain. That intimacy and trust could be 
built with several minutes of uninterrupted eye contact. “Oh god, of course.” You utter fool. 
You stared deep into his eyes, but it doesn t mean the same thing to him as it does to you. “He 
was just mirroring me,” Aziraphale whispered miserably. 


It was tempting, as it always was, to give in. To just shove a hand down his front and finish 
himself in a few short jerks, but that wasn’t a luxury he had. 


No point in indulging anyhow. No calories to be spared. (Though he was aware calories 
existed in ejaculate—and, like any good scientist, Aziraphale had certainly sampled his own 
in the past—the idea felt too close to self-canibalism in this context for him to be truly 
comfortable with the idea. It could only result in a net loss, regardless.) 


Aziraphale shook his head. Best not to dwell on such things. Instead, he crawled over to the 
lake and splashed cool water on his face. The realization of what he’d done to himself, how 
thoroughly he had tricked his brain, was nearly as much of a turn off as the cold. Deep 
breaths. In and out. Clear the mind of clutter, Eastwise. He decided he would split his time 
today. He would explore first, and then figure out how he could separate out some water and 
try to get some semblance of clean. He brought a plastic bag, his iodine tablets, the separate 
spare clothes he had, and his usual supplies for exploring. He set more water to filter before 
he set off, as he always did. 


He was unsurprised to see Crowley waiting for him in the next chamber over. It was probably 
his imagination, but Crowley seemed a little more keen to stay near Aziraphale since that 
fateful run-in with the other merlotl—even if it was only part of the day. His heart ached for 
the poor creature, kicked out of his home, shunned by the others. 


There was no sign of the maelstrom today, but he did eventually find another chamber that 
had a small shaft of light coming down from above. Scarcely bigger than a rain gutter on a 
house. Too high up for Aziraphale to reach, but the ability to conserve some of his battery life 
was welcome. He saw a few rocks that might make good tools, so he took them with. There 
was a pool nearby, where Crowley lurked beneath the surface like his ever-present shadow. 
Perhaps it was rude to frame Crowley as /urking, but it was difficult to think of his actions as 
anything but in the perpetual gloom and darkness. 


The water split on a path and narrowed into a little offshoot, not big enough for anything 
other than perhaps a garter snake to swim in, but it ended in a wide, shallow pool a little ways 
off. It was almost completely dark again in this branch of the chamber. He used his torch to 
inspect the area. The water seemed relatively clear. It seemed as good a place as any to get 
clean. 


He used the rocks to chip away at the pool and make it a little larger, as well as the trough 
feeding into it. (He couldn't remember a blessed thing from the geology class he'd dropped as 
an undergrad, aside from tittering at terms like cleavage with his peers.) Then he used the 
rocks to dam the little channel so that it was at least somewhat separated from the rest of the 
cave’s water system. Aziraphale sighed and dropped a few iodine tablets into the makeshift 
basin. 


He did a bit more mapping while he waited, but he didn’t go terribly far, chatting amiably 
with Crowley, who remained his otherwise silent companion. Crowley was much more 
talkative in the caves closer to home. Or, well, Aziraphale’s makeshift home base. 


“Are you quiet because of possible predators? There isn’t much in the way of megafauna left 
here, you know. I’m sad to say.” The tiny shaft of murky light in the adjacent chamber to the 
laundry pool gave Aziraphale at least a tiny bit of renewed hope. Hope that somewhere this 
system broke through to the surface in a place he could reach. 


When he estimated the iodine had had enough time to work, he knelt down next to the pool 
and washed his spare clothes first, wetting them and using the rocks to scrape and squeeze 
the dirt and sweat out of them, and then laying them flat to dry. His torch guttered 
dangerously, and he quickly flicked it off. He reasoned that he could feel out the proportions 
of the basin decently enough to try and clean the clothes he was wearing. Aziraphale 
unbuttoned his shirt and peeled it off his shoulders, unable to stand it against his skin a 
moment longer. He wrinkled his nose at the smell. Pity he didn’t have actual soap on him. 
Just a bit of hand sanitizer he was trying to ration his way through. He got the rest of his 
clothes off, tucking his socks into his hiking boots. 


He froze when he heard Crowley haul himself out of the stream, the wet noise of his palms 
and tail approaching. When Aziraphale looked towards the adjoining chamber, he could just 
barely make out the silhouette of Crowley. He swallowed thickly and turned to face the back 
wall, where it was utterly dark. His hands felt aimless as they squeezed his shirt, and without 
the torch he wasn’t as sure if he was successfully scouring the cloth with his rocks this go- 
around. 


Despite the utter darkness, Aziraphale felt exposed. Crowley’s eyes were so photosensitive; 
he could probably see everything. For the second time that morning, Aziraphale felt heat 
pooling in his cock. 


He heard Crowley settle next to him on his left. 
“An’chi-el?” 


“Just getting clean.” He made their sign for water, and then gestured to himself. Water. Me. 
He heard that telltale sound of Crowley circling him, and the skin along the back of his neck 
seemed to prickle and tighten under the imagined scrutiny. 


He didn’t know how on Earth he should start asking for privacy, so he just started to cup 
water from the basin and splash it over his skin. One of the rocks was softer and rounder, 
almost like a beach pebble, and he used that as delicately as he could against his skin, where 
he felt the most foul and filthy, starting under his arms. “You’re lucky you don’t have to deal 
with the primate smell situation.” His voice caught as he could feel Crowley’s breath on his 
shoulder. He could picture the merlotl seated behind him, peering over his shoulder curiously, 
towards his lap. His skin prickled at all the almost-contact he could sense. 


“Goodness, you are a curious thing, aren’t you?” As if you haven t had several extended 
dream sessions wondering about his genital situation. He squirmed in place, hands fiercely 
gripping into his ponderous thighs to avoid a more intimate sort of touch. 


Aziraphale let out a shaky exhale and threw a bit more water over himself. He gasped a 
moment later as the now-familiar sensation of Crowley’s sticky tongue dragged up the nape 
of his neck. He heard the sound of water moving—then he yelped, arching his back at the 
unexpected sensation of cold water trickling down his spine. Crowley’s mouth returned, 
lapping at the stray droplets left behind. 


Aziraphale couldn’t breathe. He shouldn’t be finding this so deeply arousing, but his back 
had always been a touch... sensitive in that regard. His neck even moreso. 


Every inch of his skin seemed to shrink as Crowley covered him in water and then laved it 
away. Aziraphale supposed, somewhat dizzily, that his statement might have been interpreted 
as an invitation to a grooming ritual. He hoped he wasn’t expected to reciprocate. He wasn’t 
sure he could survive gaining such knowledge. 


Crowley’s webbed fingers lingered over his shoulders before he nuzzled the juncture there 
and happily drank the condensation off his skin. Well, Aziraphale assumed it was happily. He 
couldn’t really tell, in the pitch darkness. That soft, reedy, throaty noise was back, though. 


He sucked in a breath as Crowley turned him gently, so he could have better access to his 
front. Aziraphale crossed his legs, folding his knees over one another to try and shield his... 
indiscretion from his companion. (Though at this point did it really matter? Hadn’t Crowley 
already seen him at full and half mast?) He shivered, and his shoulders crept up towards his 
ears. The chilly water water gathered in the hollows of his collarbones, it wasn’t a surprise 
when he felt Crowley drink from them, but he still gasped in shock. 


The air stalled in his lungs as Crowley lovingly, loyally covered his chest in water and 
followed it with his mouth. Aziraphale choked as an icy rivulet threaded down a nipple, only 
to be warmed a moment later by hot breath and a scalding tongue. Crowley traced his 
fingertips over Aziraphale's chest hair, even giving a tuft of it the gentlest tug. He couldn't 
seem to keep his hands off it, much like before, his fingers trailing to the light dusting of hair 
on Aziraphale's forearms. 


"Yes, it rather does go all over," Aziraphale heard himself say distantly. J suppose it must be 
fascinating since he doesn't have any. He probably didn't realize the extent to which it covers 
my body. 


Aziraphale gasped again as he felt lips and tongue close over a patch of skin beneath his pec. 
A webbed hand traced lower, over the thin trail of hair that led to the place that seemed 
determined to siphon every spare red blood cell in his body. 


It was a peculiar sort of torture. Aziraphale shut his eyes (as though it made a difference in 
the dark). He felt like he was perilously close to taking advantage of Crowley. Maybe he 
already was. Crowley had no way of knowing how stimulating this was. How desperately 
arousing. 


He felt a pearl of fluid beading at the tip of his cock. He hated that he wanted to feel the 
tacky, sticky texture of Crowley's tongue over it. He knew, now, the way it clung to his skin; 
as if it were reluctant to be parted from him. It would feel exquisite there, against the very tip. 


A whimper caught in his throat as he felt a trickle of water on his thigh. He could track the 
cold of it as it followed the curve of fat and muscle, the rivulet splitting in half; part of it 
sneaked into the space between his balls and inner thigh. Crowley didn't follow that path with 
his tongue. Instead he traced the other fork that slid along the outside of his leg. 


Aziraphale's stomach juddered as he felt those curious fingertips slide lower, still caressing 
the trail of hair. Not quite in his pubic hair yet (although before now he had never seriously 
considered the question of where the colloquial treasure trail ended and pubic hair began). 
Aziraphale leaned back, trying to increase the distance between his rude prick and Crowley's 
hand. 


He was frozen as Crowley moved his mouth lower, making sure to reach Aziraphale's knees. 
His other hand rested cool and wet on Aziraphale's thigh. It would be so easy for him to slide 
either hand over. For Aziraphale to adjust his body and take some relief. Shame burned hot in 
his gut. He could never forgive himself if he took advantage of Crowley. He brought a shaky 
hand up to the hollow of his throat, ready to sign no. He couldn’t do this. 


There was a click and the torch flared back to life, albeit smothered under Crowley’s hand. 
The webbing between his fingers glowed pink. Aziraphale blinked at the sudden brightness. 
But he watched, transfixed, as Crowley lifted his other hand and signed wait. Then, he placed 
a hand over Aziraphale's stomach and leaned in to gather one last droplet of water that had 
spilled down Aziraphale's collarbone, dragging his tongue back up the path from whence it 
came. Crowley pulled away slowly from the pulse point at Aziraphale’s neck, breathing in 
deeply and contentedly before crawling back over to his little slipstream of water. There was 
hardly any sound as he slipped back beneath the surface. His hand peeked above the water 
like an ambulatory periscope, and he made the symbol that Aziraphale was starting to think 
of as home. Back to his sleeping chamber. 


"What do you mean 'wait'?" Aziraphale was utterly befuddled. He couldn't fathom what he 
was meant to be waiting for in this context. Did Crowley not understand that signal in the 
same way he did after all? Only... they had used it successfully before on several occasions. 
Was he attempting to add a new meaning? Trying to tell him there was something for him at 
their semi-joint lair? Was he saying that they would finish the bath there? Did he want to 
pause for a meal? 


Aziraphale clumsily felt around for his things, and through his confusion he realized he had 
been extremely foolish to wash both sets of clothes at once. He shoved his shoes and socks 
on and gathered his wet clothes into his arms. He was still painfully aroused, though he 
imagined the chilly walk back to the main chamber would take care of that soon enough. 


By the time Aziraphale reached the open air chamber two things were true: he was no longer 
hard and he was freezing. He laid out his clothes where the strongest concentration of 
sunbeams came down. Aziraphale shivered, but he reckoned he would warm up soon. This 
chamber, at least, was warmer than the rest of the cave since it had significantly more contact 
with the outside air. 


He smiled bashfully as Crowley stuck his head out of the water nearby. But as he watched 
Crowley stretch his arms to haul himself up out of the water, Aziraphale abruptly realized 
that he was still quite naked. He scrambled over to his possessions and grabbed the first 


thing that came to hand that wasn’t a soaking bit of khaki cloth. His hand curled around the 
faux-leather-bound cover of his field journal. Aziraphale blushed as he secured it in front of 
his genitals. Although, honestly, was there any point to it at all? Dreams aside, Crowley really 
had seen just about every part of his person by now. Not to mention the merlotl most likely 
had more detailed topographical information about Aziraphale’s body than his last two 
boyfriends put together. 


He stood awkwardly as Crowley faithfully crossed the distance between them, shedding 
water quickly. He watched as tiny drops cascaded down those shoulders. One of which 
Crowley had nearly sacrificed for him. Crowley stopped in the sun, curling his body into a 
gentle “C” shape. The merlotl lowered his head, clearly trying to angle as much sunlight out 
of his gaze as possible. He held up one webbed hand to shade his eyes, and the other he used 
to signal here to Aziraphale. 


He swallowed. This was a familiar ritual. (It shouldn’t have been.) Perhaps unwise, given the 
circumstances, but he was too cold to refuse the offer of shared body heat. He bent down to 
fold himself up in the curve of Crowley’s tail and realized halfway through the motion that 
their usual position face-to-face was treacherous. He pressed the field book tighter against the 
tops of his thighs to keep his genitals to himself. He stared down at his lap and wondered if 
he should open it for better coverage. Oh, but he couldn’t abide the thought of getting any... 
personal fluids on his notes. 


The merlotl let out a soft noise. A deep hum on the cusp of turning into that slow vibration of 
sound across his throat. He folded Aziraphale closer, moulded their torsos together and 
shielded Aziraphale’s lower half with the wide, wrapping expanse of his tail. Aziraphale’s 
cheeks burned hot. He found himself oddly thankful that Crowley’s earlier method of bathing 
meant that he wasn’t dripping wet himself. He tucked his face into the hollow of Crowley’s 
neck, trying to ignore the fact that they were naked and pressed together. Something he’d too 
often dreamed now. 


“Tm sorry,” Aziraphale murmured. He knew that Crowley couldn’t understand. “I’m sorry 
you’re trapped here with... with such a reprehensible lech who can’t seem to get such 
indecent thoughts out of his head. You must be so lonely, but you deserve someone like you.” 
He swallowed thickly as he felt Crowley absently trace his fingers up and down his arm, once 
again circling his clawtips through the hair. Aziraphale breathed out a laugh. “You really 
can’t help yourself, can you?” 


“An’chi-el,” Crowley sighed, and he gave a gentle tug. Aziraphale chuckled softly. 


“Silly thing.” He turned and slipped his arms around Crowley’s torso, mindful of his gills. 
The edges of his journal jabbed his thighs uncomfortably, but Crowley didn’t seem to mind if 
it was doing the same to him. He let out his own, strange clicking laugh and traced his hands 
along the rest of Aziraphale’s bare skin. 


“T suppose the whole idea of clothing must seem silly to you...”” Maybe that was why his 
shoe had been the target of the merlotl’s joke. 


He swallowed as Crowley’s blunt claws trailed in circles over his shoulders, and then 
shivered as they dragged down his spine. Then he squeaked as Crowley grabbed two 


handfuls of his ample arse. The book pressed a little harder into his skin, sandwiched 
between them. The warmth of Crowley’s tail wrapped a bit tighter around his legs. 


Aziraphale squeezed Crowley’s waist like an anchor. He could feel himself press rudely 
against the dull orange cover. “Crowley,” Aziraphale said, his voice cracking. Crowley 
seemed to find his arse just as intriguing as the rest of him. He swallowed as those powerful 
hands kneaded and squeezed. Crowley seemed particularly intrigued by the ability of his 
glutes to move in independent directions. To be fair, Aziraphale couldn’t imagine the 
sensation of being a single, solid weave of muscle from the waist down. 


Something warm and wet and slick kissed against the skin of his hip and belly. Aziraphale 
pulled back with a gasp, field journal slapping uselessly as it hit the ground. Lower than he 
would have expected, he could see the hint of Crowley’s vent starting to open, and it was 
leaking some sort of clear fluid. Thick and viscous. The skin above also had a noticeable 
bulge where it was normally smooth. (Not unlike some of the various and sundry stiffies 
Aziraphale had vainly tried to hide.) Crowley’s mouth was open, like he was panting, teeth 
exposed, that black gaze unflinching. Aziraphale’s heart stopped as Crowley jerkily sketched 
out two words in their shared language. 


Want. Me. 
It could only be a question. 


“T really like you,” Aziraphale choked out, only daring to be this brave because there was no 
way Crowley could understand him. His eyes burned, and he felt tears start to spill over. “I’m 
sorry, I know I shouldn’t, I know it’s wrong, but I do. J do. You’re so wonderful, and c- 
caring, and you understand, even though you really don’t understand, and I’m—I’m sick and 
making this all up. I even think maybe I—” His voice broke on a sob. He pressed his face 
into Crowley’s shoulder, not daring to look at the merlotl’s expression, at his body language. 
He needed this. He needed this last illusion of comfort to acknowledge how low he’d come. 
“God, I think I’ve fallen in love with you, and I’ve never cared this deeply about anyone 
before. Not even myself.” 


He realized he could feel Crowley’s throat vibrating, but he couldn’t hear any sound. He 
must’ve been communicating either above or below the range of human hearing. Sounds that 
must have been reserved for this, the act of mating. 


Aziraphale brushed his mouth over Crowley’s neck in a gesture that wasn’t a kiss. "That's 
why I can't, even though I want to so badly. I couldn't live with myself, taking advantage of 
you, of your biological urges." And still, Aziraphale couldn’t bring himself to sign no. 


Want me? Crowley signed the question again. 


"Of course I do," Aziraphale said in a cracked whisper. It was difficult to cling to his 
principles when he could feel the press of Crowley's vent sealing their skin together with 
more slick. He desperately wanted to reach down and trace the bulge he could feel there. He 
shivered as he felt it shift beneath Crowley's skin, inside his body. 


Crowley pulled back, his mouth pulled in a half frown. His study of Aziraphale turned 
quizzical. Want? he signed. 


Aziraphale stared down at his knees. 


Crowley pulled a little farther away. No? The gesture was so small at the hollow of his throat. 
No want? 


"It would be a pointless waste of reserves." Aziraphale was struck by a sudden bolt of clarity. 
He knew the point would be lost on Crowley, but, "We can't procreate, and the amount of 
physical energy involved... I wouldn't want you to put so much effort into something with no 
yield." It would be selfish. 


Gentle fingertips landed on his knee. Crowley gestured towards his erection, between their 
matching signifiers of arousal and let out a blast of air from his nose. Want, he sketched 
again. Aziraphale wasn't sure if it was a question this time. After a long stretch where neither 
of them moved, Crowley sagged his shoulders and curled in on himself a bit. Wait? He signed 
hesitantly. Want wait? 


Aziraphale's stomach jumped and he signed yes. Yes wait, and he wished it wasn't a lie. 


Crowley blinked, long and slow, before leaning down to touch their brows together. Wait, 
Crowley signed again, his lip curving up into a half-smile. He slithered over to Aziraphale’s 
left. 


Aziraphale let out a heavy breath as Crowley stretched his neck from side to side, followed 
by a slow curl backwards of his spine. It seemed to be made of elastic. Crowley settled in 
place, curving over himself, his tail fanning out impressively. He reached down to pluck and 
pick at his sail. Aziraphale supposed it was some sort of grooming behavior. 


Aziraphale reached over and grabbed one of his shirts; he started waving it back and forth 
through the air, desperately, trying to speed along the drying process. Crowley looked over 
with a whirring sort of noise. Curiosity, Aziraphale thought. 


“Just drying my things. I’d like to get dressed again. I’d hate for you to... to continue to get 
the wrong impression.” His face burned. Crowley watched him for a bit, and Aziraphale tried 
not to think about his nudity or his oscillating arousal levels. He couldn’t ignore Crowley, 
however. He had trained himself into a keen awareness of the other’s presence. “Stoppit,” he 
whispered sternly to himself. But it was like telling someone not to think of an aquamarine 
Gymnothorax undulatus. 


As soon as his clothes were remotely not-soaked, he pulled one set on. Aziraphale felt 
slightly more at ease, even as the damp cloth enveloped his skin. He envied Crowley’s 
configuration. He’d felt terribly exposed with his genitals hanging down for his companion to 
see. Heedless of whether it was a good idea to be hard right now. Despicable. He curled up 
onto his moss bed and shut his eyes, feeling utterly exhausted. He heard the faint, tell-tale 
sounds of Crowley’s ambulation. Aziraphale swallowed. Would this be where one of his 
myriad dreams came to fruition? Not a subconscious desire, but as a prophecy? Aziraphale 
scarcely breathed as he felt Crowley’s breath against his cheek. He could just feel the merlotl 


brush against his hair as he sniffed, alternating between long pulls of scent and shorter 
snuffles. Crowley made no other sound when he was done gathering whatever information he 
was after. There was only silence, until he pulled himself away again. Aziraphale tried to 
quash the curl of disappointment in his gut as he heard the splash announcing Crowley’s 
departure. 
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Aziraphale napped fitfully, but he woke up in time to prepare a light supper. (As if his meals 
were anything but light.) He tried not to think about his dwindling rations. He used the fruit 
Crowley had so thoughtfully gathered to supplement his meal. They were still maddeningly 
flavorless, but at least the moist flesh was refreshing. He tried not to feel guilty. Crowley 
couldn’t have very many opportunities for food, cut off as he was from the outside world. /t 
was a gift. He wouldnt have given them to you if he truly needed them. Besides, havent you 
done the same? Given things you cant afford? His stomach tightened into a knot, and 
Aziraphale nearly choked on his last bite of greenfruit. (He didn’t have a better name for it, 
and he found himself quite sympathetic to anyone who had ever given an animal a name he’d 
deemed “unimaginative” or “obvious” before.) 


It occurred to Aziraphale that he was still alone, after he had cleaned up his dishes. 
“Crowley?” His voice echoed back faintly, but there was no response. Aziraphale sighed, and 
he wished he’d had the luck to have even one of his novels tucked away into his pack when 
he fell. He didn’t know what to do with himself, what to do with his hands, the feeling of idle 
uselessness. He checked and re-checked his mapwork, but he’d gotten quite efficient at it 
now, so there were hardly any adjustments to be made. 


He closed his field journal and laid it on top of his thighs. He spread his hand flat against the 
cover, trying not to remember the earlier, disastrous brush with dangerously low self- 
restraint. (Aziraphale wasn’t sure what he would do when Crowley decided he was done 
waiting.) Instead, he tried to imagine what Crowley got up to. 


“You haven’t even made any hypotheses about what he’s doing every time he’s away. Tsk. 
Being stranded is no excuse for intellectual laziness, Eastwise.” He turned his notebook over 
idly in his hands. 


“Let’s see, I’m sure he checks in on that great big root.” That much he was certain of, given 
Crowley’s protectiveness. “Hunting, foraging, obviously.” Aziraphale bit his lip. He knew 
that Crowley also built things. Maybe his nest needed maintenance? Wherever it was. Maybe 
he was exploring as well, now that he’d tunneled to new parts of the cave. 


Aziraphale chewed his lip and tried to imagine how he might ask Crowley to show him 
where his nest was tucked away. Of course, if it were underwater, that would make it a touch 
difficult to directly observe anything about it. Does he have a nest so he doesnt float away 
while he sleeps? Or does he curl up at the bottom of the lake bed? Does he have to bury 
himself in mud to stay put? He had seen Crowley doze above water, but generally not for very 
long, so he didn’t think merlot! would sleep in the same way a dolphin would, resting half of 
their brain at a time. Perhaps it’s more like a fish? Or is that a place their mammalian 
ancestry comes through? 


Aziraphale got lost in imagining what sleeping underwater must be like. He came to the 
conclusion he would make a terrible mermaid, as he didn’t fancy the idea of exercising in his 
sleep. Or not being able to dream. He was no closer to determining how Crowley slept 
underwater, however. Presuming that he did. 


He flipped to a new page in his journal and started sketching out ideas, using Crowley as his 
model. Did he sleep coiled up underwater? Did he stretch out? Perhaps he slept vertically, 
prepared to swim at a moment’s notice. Aziraphale reached over and flicked his torch on so 
he could keep drawing as the light continued to wane. 


Sometimes seeing his thoughts drawn out on paper helped him. Helped to eliminate 
possibilities. He rather doubted Crowley slept like an oarfish or a coelacanth. Though, if he 
had a narrow tunnel he could slither down into... perhaps that would work. He boxed the tiny 
Crowley in on all sides. Safe from attack. He went through that process with all his ideas 
until he ran out, his brain still turning over the idea again and again. Like trying to wear a 
stone smooth. 


In the very corner of the page, Aziraphale idly doodled the borders of a nest, and somehow 
he’d shaped in himself with Crowley curled up behind him. He felt a guilty twist in his 
stomach almost immediately, and he started to erase it. At that moment, he heard the 
deliberate disturbance of the water the merlotl used to announce his presence, and he snapped 
the notebook shut. 


Crowley made the uncanny sound of clicking plastic at him as he hauled himself onto shore. 
Aziraphale quickly reached over and clicked off his torch, the sound echoing back. He didn’t 
mind sitting in the dark when Crowley was nearby. He yelped as damp merlotl pressed up 
against his side moments later. “Well, hello there.” A nervous chuckle escaped him, even as 
he draped an arm around Crowley’s shoulders. “Lucky for me you're not a grue, eh? 
Someday, you really must show me where you sleep. It’s maddening that I don’t know 
something so simple. You know where / kip.” 


Crowley made a contented noise, and his tail draped lazily over Aziraphale’s ankles. He 
rested his cheek against Aziraphale’s chest with a deep sigh. 


“An-ch’iel.” 


The muscle of Aziraphale’s heart turned to liquid in his chest, leaking warmth down through 
his core. He was so fond of Crowley, he ached with the glow of it. /t’s not a nickname. He 
doesn t have a pet name for you. It's not the same thing. It’s not, it's not. Aziraphale blinked 
fiercely against the sudden thought. He glanced down, barely able to see more than the 
suggestion of shapes and a few glimmers of starlight off the merlotl’s wet hair. 


“You don’t even know what a diminutive is,” he weakly tried to reason with himself. 
Crowley could probably hear the way his heart skipped a beat and started pounding faster 


anyway. 


Crowley didn’t say anything; he just gave a little answering trill. A vocalization to let 
Aziraphale know he was still listening. 


He opened his mouth, but then he thought better of it. He fell back on his training and let 
himself be still and silent. He listened to the sounds filtering down from the forest above. The 
rich symphony of insect life. There was no point in debating with himself. 


A questioning noise drifted up from his chest. For once, Aziraphale didn’t answer Crowley, 
and he merely pressed his lips against the other’s hair to stifle the urge to speak. 


They sat there in the dark for a long while, curled around each other, Aziraphale more 
appreciative than ever for Crowley’s warmth and his comforting weight. He loosened his 
grasp immediately, however, when Crowley shifted in his arms. For a moment, he thought the 
merlotl was going to slip away, back into the water, but he crawled over to his mysterious 
rock pile instead. He laid down over the top of it. Aziraphale could just barely make out the 
shape of it, but then Crowley let out something that was almost an exhale. 


“Ah-en-jel!”” There was some sort of gesture, Aziraphale couldn’t be sure, but he was fairly 
certain Crowley was signaling him to come over. 


Aziraphale reached over for his torch, but Crowley let out a sharp nah! 


“No?” Aziraphale squinted in the dark. He hesitated, but then he started shuffling, carefully, 
over towards Crowley. “I’m trusting you,” he said nervously. He still remembered the last 
time he’d approached this strange structure with any intent. Thankfully, Crowley was pale 
enough that Aziraphale could make him out when he got closer. The general shape of him, at 
least. He felt a smooth, clawed hand reach up and tenderly grab a hold of his fingers. 
Aziraphale’s heartbeat exploded into overdrive. For all the touching they did, holding hands 
was not part of the usual agenda. It didn’t seem to be something wired into Crowley—and 
why would it be? With his webbed fingers, interlacing hands was surely not as intuitive. The 
grip on his hand tugged lightly, until Aziraphale was kneeling beside him. 


“Ah-en-gel,” he intoned seriously, gently slithering off the pile and then guiding Aziraphale 
to curl against it. He felt foolish, but he let Crowley arrange him, his cheek pressing 
uncomfortably against a stone. 


“What am I supposed to be looking at?” That dangerous, treacherous stalactite was stretched 
out before him. He lay there for a few moments, unsure of what the point of all this was. He 
could see into the opening above, but there wasn’t anything there, just the faint outline of 
trees at the far edges of the cavern’s yawning skylight. The moon wasn’t there in the sliver of 
sky open to him, so he could scarcely make anything out. There was just darkness and the 
cave and the inky water— 


“Ah-en-gel,” Crowley said again, wrapping around him so tightly Aziraphale froze, 
wondering if that had been his intention all along. Just another cunning diversion. Heat 
flooded his cheeks, contrasting the cool rock beneath his skin. He couldn’t help noticing how 
well they fit together, which was a dangerous hairsbreadth away from thinking about how 
right it felt. He swallowed as Crowley laid a hand along his waist, somewhere between 
careless and casual, his thumb gently drawing down along the fabric of his shirt. Aziraphale 
could feel the gentle pull of his nails through it. 


He swallowed thickly and lay very still. Crowley made a low, questioning noise. Aziraphale 
felt it vibrate through his ribcage. He wasn’t sure what Crowley wanted—it was better to cut 
off those avenues of thought before he got in too deep. Aziraphale squeezed his eyes shut. He 
heard another soft, questioning trill. He could feel Crowley’s breath on his cheek. After a 
long moment, Crowley finally pulled away. The warmth of him lingered, tingling like friction 
everywhere they’d touched. Aziraphale let out a shaky exhale and turned to face Crowley. He 
could just barely catch sight of his arms moving in the dark. A motion that was probably 
follow. He heard more than saw Crowley make his way back over to the pool and slip 
beneath the water’s surface. Aziraphale fumbled his way back to his torch. What more did 
Crowley want to show him? Was he trying to offer an explanation? 


He flicked the torch on, and he caught sight of Crowley, waiting patiently—ever so patiently 
—for him. Crowley drew his thumbs along his shoulders. Aziraphale was taken aback. His 
pack? This was truly strange behavior. He grabbed his satchel, rather than his hiking pack, 
which seemed to satisfy Crowley. He followed Crowley into the adjoining chamber, and then 
watched as he disappeared from sight beneath the water. Aziraphale didn’t need to think 
twice about where they were going. His feet were already carrying him, his heart pounding 
loud enough it seemed to echo throughout the cave. 


Crowley was waiting for him. There, by the Tree of Life. He gestured excitedly for 
Aziraphale to come here. Aziraphale made his way over slowly, ready for another round of 
stop and go, but Crowley wasn’t interested in that. The whole of him wiggled as Aziraphale 
got closer. He made sure to angle the torch away from Crowley. “What did you want to show 
me?” 


Crowley reached out, and he traced the back of his claws around some fungi that were around 
ankle-high. Slowly, he used his claws to prise them off of the root, and Aziraphale realized 
just how many mushrooms there were below waist height. He hadn’t really gotten a good 
look before now, but he could see it: mushrooms clinging to the root in neat layers. 


“Ah-en-gel,” Crowley intoned, slapping the ground twice with one hand. He took one of the 
mushrooms and dampened it with the nearby water. Then, he started smearing the gills 
against the root, above the topmost layer of mushrooms. He turned and repeated the process 
with another mushroom, brushing it like a tender sponge painting project. Crowley reached 
up for Aziraphale’s hand a moment later, delicately depositing the mushroom in the center of 
his palm. 


“Ah-en-gel,” Crowley said his name again, and then gestured at the plant. 


“You want me to—?” Aziraphale slowly reached out for a smaller mushroom, but Crowley 
tugged his hand down further, to the row with the largest fruit. Crowley took it from him, 
dampened it in the water nearby, and placed it in Aziraphale’s hand once more. Aziraphale 
blinked and he reached out to start dabbing the gills against the root when Crowley reached 
up and tugged his hand further downwards. So he was on the same level as before. 


“Oh... Oh I see.” Aziraphale felt dizzy. It couldn’t mean anything, it couldn’t. But Crowley 
harvested the rest of the mushrooms that were ready, and made sure Aziraphale understood 

how his method of seeding the spores again worked. It all seemed to happen in a daze. Time 
stretched oddly for Aziraphale. It became malleable, fluid. When they were finally finished, 


Crowley made the gesture for home, and sent Aziraphale on his way with their bounty, since 
he was better equipped to carry them. Aziraphale cradled the bag stuffed with them carefully 
to his chest. He was no mycologist, but if he got desperate enough, then maybe he could eat 

one. (He hoped it wouldn’t come to that.) 


“Tt doesn’t mean anything,” Aziraphale whispered hollowly, his footsteps barely audible over 
his heart. 


“T mean, lots of animals are... After all, farming isn’t unique to humans... Such as... well... 
for instance...” He racked his considerable brains; he knew the information was locked in 
there somewhere. “There’s... there’s... other animals and... and fish! Fish cultivate and 
protect algae. Ants husband aphids... Surely this is no different.” Crowley was just an 
unusually perceptive, canny, observant specimen. That was all. His survival depended on 
such resourcefulness and ingenuity. 


Aziraphale took a small mushroom as he walked, and he examined it under the torch. It 
didn’t look to be part of an obviously poisonous taxa. He rubbed it against the smooth skin of 
his inner elbow, counting out a full minute, before dropping it back into the bag. Immediately, 
he could feel his skin start tingling, but he also knew that he was probably imagining it. Once 
some time had passed, he would be better able to judge if he’d had any sort of reaction to it. 


“T hope he won’t be disappointed if I can’t eat it.” Aziraphale couldn’t remember if he’d ever 
seen this type of mushroom used in local cuisine before. Although he’d probably never seen 
it raw, either. Just sliced and sautéed. 


Aziraphale tortured himself with visions of omelets with creamy cheese, spinach, 
caramelized onions, and buttery mushrooms. On the plus side, he had distracted himself so 
thoroughly he didn’t feel any tingling anymore on the test patch on his arm. He laughed at his 
own ridiculousness. He did wonder where Crowley would want to keep the mushrooms. 
There were only a dozen or so, but each one was surely precious. Perhaps there was a storage 
compartment in his curious rock pile as well. Or did he intend to eat them all at once? 


Naturally, Crowley had beaten him back, and was already curled up on the shore. He 
excitedly gestured for Aziraphale to come over. He smiled and knelt down beside Crowley, 
tipping his satchel over. He expected Crowley to scoop up one of the mushrooms into his 
mouth, but instead, he turned them over, carefully inspecting them. He let out a soft hum of 
satisfaction and he took a touching amount of time moving them over to sit beside 
Aziraphale’s pack. He even gathered up the empty satchel and placed it tenderly beside the 
mushrooms, patting it with something like affection. The merlotl let out a quiet quasi-growl 
before turning back and crawling towards him. 


It felt shockingly natural to lift up an arm in invitation to cuddle. Crowley canted his head, 
almost coy, considering the gesture. He slowed his crawl as he approached Aziraphale, 
stopping out of reach. He swayed on his hands before he gave Aziraphale a half-smirk. “An- 
chi’el.” Crowley pulled his tail around himself artfully, and Aziraphale could see a ripple run 
down the sail in the ambient torch light. He watched as the ripple travelled back in the 
opposite direction. A fascinating display of muscle control. Crowley swayed a little again, 
and Aziraphale felt his cheeks turn pink. It felt like an intentionally flirtatious performance. 


He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. Crowley flicked his frills and let out a 
low, stoppering noise in the back of his throat. Not sharp like his laughter, not quite the same 
as that noise of rapturous happiness. He sketched out a word in the air, in a fleeting arc. Wait? 
Quick as a flash, he drew around Aziraphale’s other side, settling in at his left hip. The word 
darted out on his hand again, quick as lightning. Wait? He clicked with the softest laughter 
Aziraphale had heard yet, and he flashed the word again, slower this time. Wait? Crowley 
drew the backs of his fingers along Aziraphale’s arm before he looped himself away, flicking 
out the question, wait? There was a faint glimmer of slickness at the hidden seam tucking 
away Crowley’s genitals, a subtle undulation that drew attention there. Aziraphale felt a few 
degrees hotter, and it all led to thoughts like it’s almost like he's teasing me and surely it’s 
alright if he wants it. 


Aziraphale didn’t know what to say. It was one thing to encounter the merlotl’s arousal 
incidentally, without deliberate provocation, it was quite another to be singled out as part of 
that desire. 


“Crowley...” He felt lost. His training had never prepared him for this. He looked over at 
Crowley, at his confident half-smile. “I think I lost all sense of objectivity about you a long 
time ago.” The words came out as a mournful lament. “...I don’t know what to do.” That 
wasn’t true. He knew what he ought to do, but it was completely at odds with what he wanted 
to do. 


He looked into those black, bottomless eyes. “Please.” He stared at his only friend in the 
whole world right now. Possibly the best friend he’d ever had. “Please, do something. Come 
up with something or P1l—” He couldn’t finish the thought. He stood on the precipice of 
Hell. 


The merlotl tilted his head thoughtfully. He didn’t move or say anything—with hand or 
mouth. Each moment was a prolonged, agonizing torture. 


Then, he lifted his hand and turned his palm towards the ceiling. Crowley gestured up with 
his palm, and Aziraphale could see Orion through the hints of treetops and the gaping 
opening of the roof. Crowley signed wait and then pulled away, dragging himself over to the 
pile of rocks. Aziraphale got to his feet and followed, as if pulled along an invisible tether. 


Crowley extended his arms and slid back into the carefully laid-out notch. Crowley gestured 
to the soft glow of the torchlight on the far wall, and up at the sky again before he peeled 
away, coming to guide Aziraphale back towards the pile, back to kneel against the structure 
as before, uncomfortable bits of rock poking into his shoulders. 


“Ah-en-gel,” Crowley said quietly, curling against him like a second skin, extending an arm 
out to point at the black expanse of sky littered with stars. 


Aziraphale’s stomach dropped as everything snapped into tight focus. He stared along the 
guided sight line, and he could see the stars of Orion’s belt kissing the very tip of the 
stalactite. His heart couldn’t seem to find a rhythm, and it almost hurt for how hard it 
contracted each time in his chest. His mouth went dry, and his mind turned into a blank hum. 


He felt the warmth of Crowley slowly pull away, as though he were reluctant, but then he 
gestured up at Orion’s belt, a wide, achingly human smile spreading over his face. “Ah-en- 
gel.” Crowley gestured back to Aziraphale and tapped his collarbones twice: “Ah-en-gel.” 
Aziraphale felt his lips part. He was fairly certain he hadn’t done anything to make Crowley 
cross in the last thirty seconds. (Then, this was important.) “Ah-ji-el.”” He gestured upwards 
again. “Ah-ji-el...” back to Aziraphale. “An-ch’iel,” softer this time, palm up towards the 
sky. Then, hesitantly, he touched his fingertips to Aziraphale’s chest, afraid to touch him for 
the first time in so long. “An-ch’iel.” 


Aziraphale could taste salt at the corners of his mouth. He had known Crowley was 
intelligent, ever since they met, and he was always surprising Aziraphale with just how... 
human he could be. He had constantly been recategorizing him, but that had been wrong. 
Crowley wasn’t on the level of a parrot or a dolphin or an adolescent or an ant colony. He had 
an intelligence deep enough to rival any human—deeper, perhaps, in some areas. A vast 
ocean of intellect that Aziraphale only had the barest glimpses into, but it was enough to see 
that Crowley wasn’t an animal anymore—no matter what he looked like. No, he wasn’t 
human either, but he was a whole, entire person, and Aziraphale’s heart ached because he 
only just now understood. 


Crowley was less an alien and more a stranger now. Not human, not animal, but something 
unmistakably like himself. And he had just called him an angel and compared him to the 
stars. 


Aziraphale reached up and gently cupped Crowley’s face. “Look at you, you beautiful thing. 
You wonderful person, you. So kind, so thoughtful, so spectacular...” He traced his fingers 
along Crowley’s mouth, pulled towards them like a magnet, but he didn’t even know if 
creatures like this kissed for pleasure. If such a gesture would be welcome or understood— 


He sucked in a breath as Crowley brushed their mouths together first. It was a light thing, 
airy and exploratory. A hand travelled up his thigh, squeezing around the widest part, and 
Aziraphale fought back a moan. He let his legs part, and he felt those questing fingers slide 
up beneath his shorts. 


Aziraphale shivered, and he remembered his dream with sudden clarity. He reached over and 
traced his finger down Crowley's cheek. Yes. Crowley's other hand came to grip Aziraphale 
by the waist, squeezing before moving down to the hip. Aziraphale worked at the buttons on 
his shirt, pulling them open as quickly as he could manage. He made out the gentle flick of 
the end of Crowley's gorgeous tail. Something like intense study on his face, in his dark, 
fathomless eyes. 


Aziraphale didn’t feel wrong in his desire anymore. Not when Crowley was as intelligent— 
possibly more intelligent than he. Not when Crowley had so clearly demonstrated the 
connection between them time and time again. 


Aziraphale pulled his shirt down one shoulder slowly, raising his brows in question. He 
signed the word want and then tugged on the corner of the fabric, the only way he could think 
of to ask Crowley if he wanted to do the undressing. 


Crowley peeled his shirt back with great enthusiasm and curiosity. The merlotl nibbled at the 
comer of his shirt, eyes half closed as he took in the texture and flavour. 


“Can you... taste me?” Aziraphale asked with burning cheeks. 


Crowley let the cloth drop to the ground, and he narrowed his eyes and focused intently on 
the bulge at the front of Aziraphale’s shorts. Aziraphale held his breath as he realized 
Crowley’s vent had stretched open and he was sporting a bump of his own. Aziraphale 
reached out and traced a finger through the fluid leaking from Crowley’s slit as the merlotl 
started to twist at the fabric of his fly. He took pity on Crowley and unbuttoned it for him. 
The zipper seemed easier for him to contend with, and Aziraphale watched with bated breath 
as Crowley’s frills fanned out. He hoped that was an indication of excitement. 


Aziraphale shimmied his shorts off his hips, only his briefs left now. Crowley used the back 
of his knuckles to trace Aziraphale’s erection through the cloth, and then those thick, blunt 
claws gently, carefully curled over the elastic and started pulling down. It took a little 
cooperation, but it was mostly Crowley's doing as his pants were pulled down and his 
genitals exposed for the merlotl's full inspection. Crowley let out a low rumble of a noise, 
tilting his head as though intrigued. The merlotl immediately traced his fingers around and 
under Aziraphale’s cock, searching for a genital slit that wasn’t there. Aziraphale laughed, 
even though it was a bit tortuous. A moment later and Crowley's fingertips alighted so, so 
delicately on Aziraphale's shaft. He could feel his heart melt like candle wax in his chest 
from the amount of care that went into Crowley's investigation, as the merlotl gently 
manipulated his erection to and fro. He fought the urge to bite a knuckle as Crowley traced a 
claw slowly along underneath, still searching for what wasn't there. 


“T’m afraid it’s always on the outside like that. Bit vulnerable. Would be awfully convenient 
sometimes, to be able to tuck it away entirely—” Aziraphale stopped talking as a fresh flood 
of clear fluid oozed down Crowley’s front. A moment later, the bulge at the front twitched, 
and then there was a blur of bright flesh, and all of a sudden Crowley was sitting there with 
all the answers to Aziraphale’s questions about his genital configuration. 


Two curving, tapered penises, presumably joined at a central, internal juncture, arched 
proudly towards his belly. Aziraphale swallowed around a flood of arousal. Could he 
communicate the idea of oral sex? Was that something Crowley would find pleasurable? He 
didn't want Crowley to think he was attacking him in any way. Aziraphale reached out 
helplessly, curling his hand around one of the two lengths. “I should take care of you,” he 
heard himself say, as if standing across a vast distance. ““You’ve taken such good care of me.’ 
He closed the gap between them and kissed his partner again, gently pumping his hand along 
Crowley’s incredibly slick length. Crowley shivered against him and wrapped his arms 
tightly around Aziraphale’s waist with a curious, pulsing noise deep in his throat 
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Aziraphale swallowed and shifted a bit so that he could angle their cocks together so they 
were touching. Crowley trilled out a high-pitched sound that was nearly musical, then his 
vocalizations lowered until Aziraphale couldn’t hear them anymore. He could feel the 
vibrations in Crowley’s throat from where the merlotl had curved his neck over Aziraphale’s 
shoulder. He felt the brush of a soft fin against his ankles, and the drip of slick hitting his 
thighs. Aziraphale swallowed again, and he started to lean back, but Crowley stopped him. 


The merlotl crawled off him and picked up his clothes, tossing them over one shoulder, and 
he crawled awkwardly over to Aziraphale’s bed. Aziraphale bit his lip and tried not to laugh 
at the way Crowley had to stretch his arms and keep his hips twisted to avoid dragging his 
everted penes on the rough floor. 


His heart melted when Crowley laid the clothes down over the moss and patted the 
surface.“Oh, you sweet thing...” 


Crowley did not have the same compunction about laughing at his iminent sexual-partner, 
and he clicked noisily as Aziraphale awkwardly trotted over with his flopping, undignified 
erection. “Mostly sweet thing,” he amended with a smile. 


Aziraphale carefully laid down on the spread of moss and clothes beneath him, and he pulled 
Crowley on top of him, resting his hands on the merlotl’s hip bones, staring deep into those 
eyes, just barely able to catch his own, wild, unkempt reflection in them. “Let’s start simple,” 
he breathed, “let’s just explore.” He moved his hands so that he had a phallus in each one. 
They were a bit smaller than the average human penis, but, well, they’d definitely be long 
enough to reach interesting bits of his anatomy. Aziraphale felt huge and ungainly in 
comparison. He definitely had length and girth over a single one of Crowley’s penes, but put 
together the merlotl was certainly thicker. They tapered much more sharply than he did as 
well, but it was an intriguing shape at the head, approaching pointed, and his skin was so 
incredibly soft and smooth there. Aziraphale never wanted to stop touching him. 


He kissed Crowley’s neck and shoulders as he squeezed gently, starting out with soft 
pressure. The way Crowley continued to leak fluid down his shafts and out of his slit was 
wildly erotic, and Aziraphale moaned when he felt drops of it hit his thighs and the head of 
his cock. He wanted to taste it so badly his mouth burned with it. He sucked a kiss onto 
Crowley’s shoulder instead, revelling in the way his stomach shivered and he whimpered in 
his grasp. Aziraphale glanced between them and used his palms to set Crowley’s penes 
snugly next to one another. The merlotl tilted his head curiously, panting lightly through his 
teeth. 


“This doesn’t hurt you?” Aziraphale lightly ran his thumbs along the undersides of Crowley’s 
shafts to be sure. Crowley thrust encouragingly against his hands, deep groans rumbling from 
his throat until they dropped out of Aziraphale’s range of hearing entirely again. “Right,” 
Aziraphale whispered shakily, lining his cock up along the seam of Crowley’s two. He used 
his palms to lightly keep the merlotl squeezed together, and he thrust into that slippery, 
blood-hot groove, and he couldn’t help the moan that escaped him. There was a smacking 
noise above his head as Crowley slapped the ground with one palm, rolling his hips against 
Aziraphale’s, his mouth open and silently panting overhead. 


It felt delightfully filthy, and unlike anything Aziraphale had ever experienced before. 
Crowley was so hot against him, and soft and slick. And he could feel the continual drip of 
fluid onto his thighs, as well as a slow, warm, steady pooling of the same natural lubricant 
onto his balls. Aziraphale shifted his feet as Crowley forced his tail underneath his ankles, a 
thrill rolling through his stomach. He shifted his hands down and, using his fingertips to keep 
Crowley’s penes pressed together, used his thumbs to trace the edge of Crowley’s leaking 
vent. 


Crowley let out a low warble, then made a chittering noise as he shuddered above him, 
driving his hips down, and Aziraphale’s thumbs easily slipped inside his partner. Aziraphale 
gasped at the warm, wet interior that squeezed around him. He slowed his thrusts, despite 
how much it ached to stop, and put one hand on Crowley’s hip. 


“Please, let me see,” he begged, already turning Crowley so that he was lying on his back. A 
long, long shudder ran through his partner, from the tip of his tail up to the top of his head. 
His head fell back, mouth open, and when Aziraphale placed a tender kiss to his throat it 
vibrated under his lips with unheard vocalizations. “You must sound so beautiful,” 
Aziraphale murmured. He reached for his lantern with a wet, shaky hand, and he moved the 
light so that it was closer. Crowley turned his head and threw an arm over his face, but he 
didn’t seem to object. He thrust his hips up insistently and slid his tail lewdly between 
Aziraphale’s thighs, making his breath hitch. He couldn’t help grinding down on that expanse 
of soft, musclebound skin. 


When he leaned down to inspect Crowley’s vent, Aziraphale gasped. Lining the interior 
cavity were what seemed to be hundreds of tiny feelers. They reminded him most strongly of 
the tentacles of the sea anemone but much shorter and, instead of stinging toxins, they 
secreted a thick lubricant. Aziraphale swept his thumb in and over the structures, and his 
entire knuckle was encased in the secretion. They felt so exquisitely soft. Like the skin of his 
inner cheek. Before he could think about what a terrible idea it was, Aziraphale slipped his 
thumb into his mouth to taste it. 


It tasted slightly bitter, a little pungent, but mostly it tasted like sex—that familiar mix of salt 
and sweat and slick and skin. Just more concentrated. He slipped his first two fingers in next, 
flicking off the lantern so he could gaze into Crowley’s face by the faint moonlight and 
starlight instead. He stopped breathing as Crowley squeezed around him. His fingers easily 
slid in deeper. By feel, he could tell that he wouldn’t be able to get all of his length in here, if 
they wanted to do penetration, but Aziraphale felt confident that he could slip in a good half 
or a third before the canal got too narrow. He gasped as Crowley arched his back suddenly, 
clawing at the ground in totally silent ecstasy. He watched the glimmer of fluid gathering at 
the tips of him and then slicking against his belly, leaving him with two thin cords of 
lubrication and pre-ejaculate connecting the heads of his penes to his stomach. 


Aziraphale placed gentle kisses to Crowley’s hip bones, still rutting against the long stretch 
of tail between his legs. He was shaking, but he needed to move slowly. He couldn’t risk 
scaring Crowley, or worse—harming him. He kissed a slow, scorching path to the corner of 
Crowley’s vent, feeling for tension and looking up to see if he was at all fearful. When it 
looked alright to proceed, Aziraphale tentatively licked one of those leaking corners, and he 
revelled in the shudder he could feel beneath him. He slipped his tongue in one corner, and it 
seemed like Crowley nearly snapped in half, back arching desperately. “Good?” Aziraphale 
croaked out. He thought about it and traced a symbol over Crowley’s skin, “Good?” He 
pulled back and signed want-yes? “Or no, is that bad?” He signed no at the hollow of his 
throat, blushing as he spread more of Crowley’s slick all over himself. 


“Gh,” Crowley tried to mimic him, but he slapped the ground and just frantically signed, yves- 
want back at him. Then he slapped the ground twice more, which Aziraphale took to mean 
again. He bent down and kissed Crowley’s opening, licking the very edges of it before he 


teased his tongue in again. Instantly, he felt his chin coated with slick. Crowley twisted and 
thrashed underneath him, and Aziraphale reached up to wrap a hand around one of Crowley’s 
penes. He was a vision to behold. A pale, glowing beacon in the dark, mouth half open in 
silent rapture. It seemed like he was just as sensitive on the inside as he was on the outside, 
and Aziraphale wished he had a photographic memory. He wanted to sear this moment into 
his brain. The sensation of his mouth and neck coated in a thick layer of shine, his fingers and 
tongue brushing through soft peaks of flesh, and the gentle pumping of his hand around 
Crowley’s sex was so unique, he never wanted to forget it. 


The best part was Aziraphale had precious DNA all over his skin and under his nails, and he 
wasn’t even thinking about it for a moment. He was gaining new knowledge and information, 
but not for science—to make Crowley happy. That was the greatest thing of all. 


Without warning—audible to him at least—Crowley curled in around himself and shuddered, 
hot come spilling over the back of Aziraphale’s hand. He pulled back from Crowley’s vent in 
shock, his hand slowing as he pumped the last few ropes of ejaculate out of the phallus in his 
hand. 


He slowly eased the pressure and stopped his hand, breathing heavily as he watched Crowley 
recover. The merlotl’s chest rose and fell, and tiny noises escaped his throat. The tail 
underneath Aziraphale flexed and twitched, and Aziraphale felt a glow of pride. Crowley 
reached up and dragged a palm through the slick mess on his belly. A viscous mix of come 
and other fluid. He rubbed it over his penes and shuddered, bracing his forehead on 
Aziraphale’s shoulder. 


“An’chi-el,” he breathed, still sounding winded. He reached out and ran the back of his 
knuckles over Aziraphale’s erection. He gasped as Crowley took him by the shoulders and 
carefully swapped places, laying him back down on the bedding again. “Gh-dt.” 


“That was good?” Aziraphale asked breathlessly, shivering as more of Crowley dripped down 
over him. The merlotl felt scorching hot as he lay himself down over Aziraphale and started 
feathering kisses at the corners of his jaw and around his browline. His eyes fluttered shut, 
and he let Crowley’s affection wash over him. It had been...so long since anyone had wanted 
him at all, since anyone had cared for him. He’d forgotten how nice it was to be kissed. 
Crowley’s kisses were still light and exploratory, a little clumsy. Aziraphale wasn’t sure if 
that meant Crowley had simply never kissed any potential mates in the past, or if he had 
deduced that kissing was something Aziraphale would enjoy and he was adopting yet another 
unnatural behavior. Aziraphale tentatively flicked his tongue over Crowley’s lips after a few 
more of those light kisses, and Crowly pulled back with a startled noise. He felt the 
thoughtful brush of Crowley’s tail flicking by his feet. “Let me show you,” Aziraphale 
panted, reaching up to guide their mouths together again. It took some convincing, but after a 
few tries, he licked his way into Crowley’s mouth, and Aziraphale was almost undone with 
how Crowley’s tongue felt sliding against his own. Crowley’s tongue didn’t have quite the 
same reach as Aziraphale’s, but the slightly sticky texture was thrilling. He heard another 
high-pitched noise as he brushed his tongue along the roof of Crowley’s mouth, and that tail 
re-wound itself around his legs. Aziraphale shyly reached forward and fingered the edges of 
Crowley’s vent. Both of his shafts were still fairly erect. Crowley shuddered, though he didn’t 
shy away from the touch. 


Crowley ended up pinning his tongue in place with his sticky, clover-shaped tongue. 
Aziraphale slid his fingers in deeper and curled his fingers over the slippery surface within, 
over those soft lovely instruments of pleasure. He loved the way Crowley moaned as 
Aziraphale used his tongue in time with his fingers, pulsing in and out of Crowley. 
Aziraphale pulled back with a gasp, layering kisses over Crowley’s cheekbones again. 


“What’s good for you, darling? What’s safe for you?” All he wanted was for Crowley to feel 
secure and loved. 


He was taken by surprise as Crowley gathered him up in his powerful arms, holding him with 
a desperation that was palpable—and infectious. Crowley thrust against him, two spires of 
heat in the dark, electric along his skin. The merlotl reached up with one hand and shakily 
drew a claw over Aziraphale’s lips. The blunt point dragged the flesh, and then Crowley 
pushed it back the other way. Aziraphale’s mouth dropped open of its own accord, and then 
he felt a knuckle slide in past his teeth. The invasion was unexpected, but gentle. He hummed 
inelegantly and Crowley gently pushed the back of his finger in and out, soon joined by 
another—then alternating—and Aziraphale had to stretch his jaw to accommodate Crowley’s 
joints as well as his webbing. 


“An-ch’iel...”” The merlotl’s voice was low and husky. A throaty quaver threaded down his 
neck. Crowley’s thrusting slowed, but he jutted fiercely against Aziraphale, with purpose, 
moving his fingers at the same time. 


Oh. 


Aziraphale tried to say it, but it was barely a noise in the back of his throat as he realized 
what he was being asked. He reached up a shaky hand and drew a line under his eye. 


Crowley drew his fingers out of Aziraphale’s mouth with something like a purr. A pleased 
noise he hadn’t heard before. It was flattering beyond belief, and Aziraphale felt slightly 
dizzy with it. 


“T can, yes, I just need...” He faltered, reaching down to shyly rub his fingers over one of 
Crowley’s curiously shaped heads. His own erection felt so hot, he could barely think, but he 
only wanted this now. He wanted to give Crowley this. He wanted to have this. 


He slowly pulled away; Crowley reluctantly let him escape. Aziraphale shifted and gently 
arranged them so that they were more or less laying alongside one another. He reached out 
and gently ran his fingers over the slick, ember-hot head of Crowley’s leftmost erection. “I 
need to borrow some of this,” he said hoarsely, scarcely believing his own words. 


Aziraphale reached down to his cleft and traced his fingers over his entrance. He let out a 
breath as he wondered if Crowley would find rimming an enjoyable experience—giving or 
receiving. Aziraphale gathered more slick that was glistening over Crowley’s underbelly and 
pressed his fingers inside himself with a quiet hiss. He was shaking with want all over, but he 
forced himself to go slow. Crowley’s slick felt exquisite inside him, and he was bearing down 
on two fingers in a few minutes. “It’s warm,” Aziraphale chuckled, “like something you get 
at the chemist’s, but better.” His cheeks flushed hot, but he whimpered a moment later as he 
grazed his own prostate. He swept more slick off of Crowley’s front and into himself a 


moment later, just barely teasing himself with the very tip of his middle finger. Aziraphale 
swallowed as he felt some of the slick sliding back out, down the seam of skin behind his 
balls. 


“Sorry,” Aziraphale breathed, staring deeply into Crowley’s eyes, “have to be careful, don’t 
want to hurt.” He shivered as Crowley bent down and laid the most careful kiss to the hollow 
of his throat before sticking his tongue out into the curve there. 


He felt a gentle hand with heavy claws touch his wrist in silent question. 


“Yes.” He swallowed. “That’s where you’ll be, soon. I promise. I just need—” He let his head 
drop back as he twisted deeper inside himself. Crowley was patient. He didn’t push 
Aziraphale—he barely moved at all—but Aziraphale could hear his partner’s heavy 
breathing, and he could feel the subtle press of nails into the delicate skin of his wrist as 
Crowley held himself back. 


It was the most wanted he’d ever felt. 
“Oh, God.” 


Aziraphale finally flipped over, somehow managing not to come on the spot. He reached 
back with one hand spreading an arsecheek open, so there could be no misunderstanding of 
what he was inviting Crowley to do. Webbed fingers curled around his waist, and he could 
feel both of Crowley’s slicked-up shafts rubbing against him, the kiss of his drooling slit not 
far behind. He held his breath as Crowley nudged himself inside with one hot prick, the other 
sliding along his buttock. Crowley was so slick he went in easily. Aziraphale trembled as he 
felt himself stretch around Crowley’s wider base, and he let out a helpless, shaky moan as he 
could feel Crowley’s pulse resting just against his prostate. The faintest thrum, but it was 
electric. A deeper connection than he ever could have imagined with anyone. 


He felt a slow, maddening bead of wetness trickle down the back of his thigh from the tip of 
Crowley’s other phallus. A thick, fat drop of precome or other slick whose purpose was— 
Aziraphale was quite sure—to ease mating in water as well as out of it. He curled his toes, 
desperate to start thrusting, but he let Crowley adjust. Aziraphale wondered if he needed to 
alternate like a snake, or if he would try to fit in both. He shuddered at the thought, and 
reached down to squeeze his balls and pull them away from his body, trying not to come just 
yet. Aziraphale let out a shaky breath and sank his teeth into his lip. 


“Please.” He squeezed down around Crowley and arched his hips the tiniest bit. 


Crowley finally moved his hips, and Aziraphale gasped. The twin sensation of Crowley 
gliding inside him and along his thigh and arse was incredible. Crowley moved smoothly, but 
every motion felt electric. He gave a shuddering breath as he felt more of Crowley’s slick 
dripping out of him as the merlotl pulled back. Aziraphale bit his fist as he realized that more 
of those glorious, hot secretions were being pumped into him. The sounds they made got 
wetter, and Aziraphale shuddered helplessly. He wondered, dizzily, if Crowley was wet 
enough that he could’ve slid in without any preparation at all. He had never felt so full 
before, though he had a tantalizing vision again of taking both of Crowley’s penes inside him 
at once. 


He whimpered as Crowley nosed at the back of his neck, hot breath panting over his skin. 
“God, yes, please, that’s good, you’re so lovely, Crowley—” He shakily signed yes, good, 
want in that order, and his eyes slid shut as he felt teeth carefully squeeze down around the 
nape of his neck. He whimpered, reaching down to squeeze himself viciously, wondering 
how long he could hold out. He shivered as Crowley pinned him down and started chasing 
another completion. There was barely any friction due to how slick it was, yet it was the 
hottest thing Aziraphale had ever experienced. J /ove you, he thought with clarity, his mouth 
open and panting. How did I ever doubt you or what you are? 


Another trickle of fluid leaked out of him, more with each thrust. He was fairly certain his 
clothes would need to be washed again. (Perhaps next time they could put down his towel.) 


He stopped breathing when Crowley’s teeth squeezed harder around the back of his neck and 
his thrusts went bullet fast. In moments he felt another burst of hot wetness inside, and the 
fluid leaking out of him felt thicker as Crowley continued to pump his hips. 


“Ah-hhn!” Aziraphale cried out as he felt Crowley pull out entirely and slip in his other shaft, 
hitting that sweet angle again. He whimpered and thrust back against Crowley as much as he 
could move his hips. The other shaft was twitching against his leg where Crowley thrust up 
against him, coated in thick, viscous ejaculate and slick. Aziraphale breathed through it, 
though he felt like he was burning up. Every squeeze of teeth against the back of his neck did 
nearly as much as feeling Crowley inside him. He gasped when Crowley came again, 
grinding up against his arse for good measure. 


Crowley switched back to his other prick and Aziraphale let out a long, sultry moan. He 
wanted this strange purgatory to last forever. He could feel himself overflow, slick and spend 
sluicing out of him with every thrust. My cup runneth over, he thought wildly. A great heat 
burned deep in his loins. A fire folded in over itself. Aziraphale was shaking when he felt 
another hot spurt inside him, and he gasped as Crowley switched penes without missing a 
beat. “More, please,” Aziraphale gasped, his cock twitching. He could feel the squeeze of 
Crowley’s blunt nails at his waist, and Aziraphale came with a gasp, moaning as his lover 
pounded through it. It was almost unbearable, but Aziraphale sucked in a breath and closed 
his eyes, “Yes, yes, that’s it, ah, nh, keep going!” He’d never heard himself sound so broken, 
and he couldn’t tell if he was feeling pleasure or pain. All he knew was that his nerve endings 
were lighting up with white light, overwhelming him with sensation. 


Crowley slowed a little bit as he released again into Aziraphale, and gently stroked his sides 
with a curious, panting noise. 


“An....chi-el?” Crowley nuzzled just below Aziraphale’s ear, winding his arms around his 
torso. He was still sheathed deep inside Aziraphale as they both tried to catch their breaths. 
After a few minutes, Aziraphale reached back with a shaky hand, sinking down onto his chest 
as he did so, his other hand coming up to squeeze Crowley’s forearm. Aziraphale’s fingers 
just barely brushed over the other phallus, still hard, snugly pressed against the soft cheek of 
his arse. Crowley shivered, but squeezed him closer. Still panting, Aziraphale pulled his hips 
back and delicately brought Crowley’s other prick in line with his hole. Aziraphale let out a 
bit of a whimper and licked his lip. 


“Please,” he breathed, heart pounding like thunder in the silence. “I want to feel all of you.” 


Crowley was still for several heartbeats. Aziraphale could feel them in his chest, against his 
back, and deep inside him; Crowley’s pulse was everywhere. It had subsumed his own. 
Aziraphale stayed very still. He wondered if he’d asked for too much, been too much. If this 
was something Crowley couldn’t do. But then Crowley slowly pulled out, his cock a burning 
line of friction, wetness spooling from his entrance. Crowley grasped his arse and spread him 
open; Aziraphale whimpered as he felt more fluid leaking out of him. It took some work, but 
Crowley lined up behind Aziraphale, and he could feel the heat of his skin kissing his rim. 


Because his heads tapered so well, getting started wasn’t nearly as intense as Aziraphale 
thought it might be, though it was still a heady, dizzying sensation. When they pressed into 
his wet and well-stretched hole, Aziraphale felt every molecule of air leave his lungs at once. 
Crowley moved slowly, his cocks still slick and smooth, but he seemed to understand that 
Aziraphale needed... consideration for this. Crowley stopped after he’d fed about two inches 
of himself in; not quite halfway, but now the stretch was more intense than anything he’d 
ever experienced. Aziraphale panted through it. He forced himself to relax, and there was 
certainly no lack of fluid to ease the way. Even Crowley’s spend seemed perfectly designed 
for this sort of endeavor. Aziraphale was so far gone he couldn’t even make a hypothesis on 
why. 


All he knew was that he was deeply connected to Crowley, in the most intimate way possible, 
and it killed him that he couldn’t communicate the idea /’m yours to Crowley. The merlotl 
shifted his hips without going deeper, but Aziraphale groaned anyway. On instinct, 
Aziraphale gently pulled away from Crowley then thrust back down to where they’d been. 
There was a low, warbling sound that seemed to vibrate around Aziraphale’s sacrum in 
response. 


Crowley gently pulled back and thrust forward, moving ever so slowly. On the next push in, 
accompanied by a faint squelching, he thrust a little farther. He did it again, and he slid in a 
little deeper. Aziraphale felt giddy with anticipation and excitement. Could they do this? His 
spent cock was already twitching to life again. “Ohhh, yes, please, yes,” he begged as 
Crowley nudged his way deeper with every careful thrust. He was trembling as Crowley 
inched his way deeper by millimeters. And then he was there, bottomed out fully with both 
his pricks buried in as deep as they could go. It felt like he was trying to swallow all of 
Crowley in. His belly shook as he breathed out a quiet moan, his cock twitching painfully. 
“Crowley,” he whined. 


“Ah.” Crowley pulled his hips back slowly, smoothing his webbed hands along Aziraphale’s 
backside. Aziraphale swallowed and spread his knees, bracing his forehead against his arm. 
There was something about being tits down, arse up that always made him feel absolutely 
wanton and depraved. Crowley grabbed his hips as gently as he could and still keep a firm 
grip before he drove his hips down again, slowly, inexorably. “En.” Aziraphale realized, 
belatedly, that he felt fluid gathering along his rim as Crowley was flush within him, not just 
leaking out of him every time Crowley moved his hips. His vent must’ve been directing the 
flow of his excess lubrication where it needed to be, which made all of Aziraphale’s thoughts 
turn into radio static. Crowley shifted his hips from side to side again, and Aziraphale 
moaned as each head tickled over his prostate. He keened when Crowley drew away again, 
taking away that amazing sensation, pulling out halfway. He might have cried out in protest, 


but then Crowley sheathed himself again with a thrust that caused Aziraphale’s shout to echo 
back from deeper within the cave. “-Gel!” 


Aziraphale struggled to breathe, and dampness coalesced at his tearline. Crowley moulded 
himself over Aziraphale’s back and wrapped a hand around his waist, not so much thrusting 
in and out as he was rolling his hips and grinding in place. “Ah-ji-el, a’jiel, anjiel,” Crowley 
all but crooned the word into his neck as he wrapped the very tip of his tail over Aziraphale’s 
calf. 


“Aaa-aaah!” Aziraphale clenched his fists and tried to breathe through it, though all he could 
do was make indecent, inarticulate noises. Crowley felt so hot—Aziraphale marvelled that he 
hadn’t melted on the spot. He whined out a sound that might have been Crowley’s name, he 
wasn’t sure. He shuddered as he felt more of Crowley leak into and out of him at the same 
time. 


Aziraphale had never felt closer to anyone. He’d never been more vulnerable than this. He’d 
never felt safer than he did in Crowley’s arms. He rocked back against Crowley’s hips, 
blindingly chasing that dual sensation inside him. Like Crowley’s heads were alternating 
pressing against that spot inside him, all the while stretching him open and vulnerable. He 
felt himself shudder and getting close. Aziraphale reached between his legs with the intention 
of staving off another orgasm, but his hand had a mind of its own, and he came with an 
absolutely shattered whimper. Crowley wasn’t far behind, and he felt the tremors run through 
him as he collapsed against Aziraphale’s back, pressing down and squeezing his teeth around 
the nape of Aziraphale’s neck. They lay there, entwined and panting, and it seemed like 
Crowley might never grow soft again. 


Aziraphale let out a sigh of relief when his lover finally pulled out, and he smiled at how 
slow and careful Crowley was with the motion. He blushed a moment later as he realized he 
was positively leaking everywhere, and he had no idea what to do about cleaning himself up. 
He shifted onto his side, whimpering slightly from how oversensitive he still felt. An electric 
shock ran up his spine as he felt Crowley’s hand on his buttock, and then he gasped as he felt 
a now quite familiar tongue sweep along his thighs. “Oh.” Aziraphale swallowed thickly. 
“That is... one way to clean up, I suppose.” He panted quietly as Crowley excruciatingly 
licked away the mess he’d so deliberately left in the first place. He almost wished he wasn’t 
as well used as he was when Crowley finally flickered his tongue over his stretched and 
sensitive rim. He was quite certain that he would be happy to spend ages under that heavenly, 
sticky tongue under normal circumstances. As it was, he twitched and stifled quiet noises into 
his palm, but Crowley seemed to understand and made a gentle noise that might have been an 
apology before he pulled away. Aziraphale’s eyes fluttered closed as Crowley nuzzled the 
back of his neck, lightly running his tongue over the faint teeth marks he’d left there. 


“T love you,” Aziraphale announced quietly, as he was tenderly cared for. The shame he'd 
been struggling with never came, even as he waited for it. Even with Crowley licking him all 
over, all he felt was a pleasant, giddy sort of warmth deep in his gut. Like the thinnest wire of 
white, magnesium flame. 


When he could finally move again, Aziraphale started to pull on his spare clothes. Crowley 
moved in and started clearing away some of the moss that had been either soiled or crushed 


beyond use. Once again he seemed... strangely sheepish. Aziraphale laughed and reached out 
to graze his fingers along Crowley’s cheek. “Darling, you are the best provider I’ve ever had, 
nevermind what I could hope for under the present circumstances.” 


Crowley rumbled softly and leaned over to press their brows together. He inhaled deeply, and 
Aziraphale wondered what sort of information he was gathering, how Crowley experienced 
the world through scent. His lashes fluttered closed as Crowley reached over and laid a gentle 
hand on Aziraphale’s abdomen, and another rested on his arm, fingers once again catching at 
the hair on his skin. 


“Are you able to sleep with me?” Aziraphale opened his eyes imploringly and signed a few 
gestures in quick succession: Sleep. You. Here. Me. He was so tired of waking up alone. 


Crowley hesitated, before he dragged his hand down in a line at his throat and then drew an x 
on his cheek. Aziraphale blinked as Crowley’s head oscillated slowly side to side. Hypnotic. 


“Yes and no? Is that a maybe?” He wasn’t certain of the significance of swapping the usual 
signifiers for different places on the body. “Or is it that you can’t? I’m sorry, I don’t 
understand.” Aziraphale reached out and tenderly plucked one of Crowley’s hands. On a 
whim, he traced two of his fingers in the center of Crowley’s palm. A circular, soothing 
gesture he hoped that would translate as affection. He slowly sprawled down on what was left 
of the bed and pulled Crowley down in gentle encouragement. Perhaps they could at least lie 
together for awhile. Aziraphale smiled as Crowley followed him and wound his tail around 
his legs. 


“T love you,” Aziraphale whispered, trailing a finger lightly over the sharp curves of 
Crowley’s cheekbones. He traced his fingers over the tiny scales rimmed in black at his 
temple. Feeling a bit daring, Aziraphale let his fingers follow along the base of the central 
stalks to one of Crowley’s frills. He felt the blunt press of nails in his arse from the hands 
lazily resting there, but just as quickly, Crowley relaxed his grip. “I promise to be gentle,” 
Aziraphale said as one of the other stalks flickered. 


The skin felt the same as the smooth skin of Crowley’s tail. Only instead of muscle, it felt 
like it was layered over the quill of a large bird feather, threaded through with some kind of 
corded tendon. Aziraphale let out a shaky breath and gave the stalk one last pet with his 
thumb before letting his hand come back to rest at Crowley’s waist again. “Thank you,” he 
said, full of wonder and adoration. Grateful he had been trusted with something so intimate 
and delicate. 


"I could kiss you, you're so sweet." He smiled shyly at Crowley, who seemed content to 
knead his backside—with fascination, more than the desire to stimulate. 


"K'sssssz?" Crowley hissed out the sound curiously. 


Aziraphale let out a breathy laugh and brushed his lips over Crowley’s. “That’s a kiss. 
Kiss,”—He kissed him on the mouth again—‘kiss,”—He pressed his lips against Crowley’s 
cheek— “kiss.” He kept his voice hushed as he peppered kisses all over Crowley’s face. A 
quiet litany punctuated with soft displays of affection. Aziraphale reached behind him and 


brought one of Crowley’s hands up to kiss his knuckles. “A kiss,” Aziraphale breathed, 
brushing his lips over the impossibly soft skin of Crowley’s head frill. 


“K’sssss,” Crowley sighed, brushing his lips at the corner of Aziraphale’s mouth. 


“Yes, very good.” Aziraphale gave him a peck that turned into several more languid, lazy 
kisses. “That’s a kiss,” he whispered as he pulled away again, his exhaustion starting to 
weave through his bones. 


38 2K ok 


Aziraphale woke up the next morning feeling sore and well-used. His face burned like the 
ancient radiator in his office as he recalled the events of last night. He swallowed thickly and 
squirmed atop the bedding that was left after Crowley’s makeshift repairs. He wondered, 
briefly, where Crowley had gotten off to. His weight and warmth were—predictably— 
missing. It felt like his heart was trying to slither up into his throat. A dull ache settled in its 
place inside his ribs. He would never go to sleep curled up with Crowley and find him there 
the next morning. Even if he stayed here forever. 


Aziraphale rubbed at his face. And ifa scientist and the subject of his study fell in love, where 
would they build a house? (What Aziraphale wouldn’t give for a pair of wings and a 
mortgage, though.) 


He did his best to give himself a spot clean. As he was lighting the fire to make some more 
oatmeal, he heard the familiar sound of the water’s surface rippling. Aziraphale blushed as he 
greeted Crowley. The merlotl seemed to be in especially good spirits this morning. 
Aziraphale indulged and made a big breakfast of oatmeal—enough for two—and used some 
of the fruit to elevate the maple and brown sugar and freeze-dried apples. 


He let Crowley eat out of the cooking pot, once he’d spooned out some for himself into his 
bowl. Crowley seemed to be doing better—if messily—without the spoon this time as well. 


Aziraphale settled back. It was almost enough to convince himself he was full. Maybe in 
another ten or twenty minutes his satiation reflex would properly kick in, even. Crowley had 
eaten quite a lot, but he pushed the remainder towards Aziraphale as he licked at his fingers 
and the edge of his webbing to get at the excess. Aziraphale smiled fondly and used his spoon 
to scrape up the rest of the oatmeal for himself. He rinsed the bowl, admiring Crowley in the 
gentle daylight. The merlotl was right next to him, curious about his goings-ons. Aziraphale 
reached out and used his thumb to sweep a bit of oatmeal residue off Crowley’s cheek, where 
the edge of the cookpot had pressed into his face. 


“There we are.” 


Aziraphale made quick work of the rest of the dishes and—at Crowley’s insistence—cleaned 
up the merlotl’s claws and hands too. “Is this another communal grooming activity?” 
Aziraphale smirked a bit as he gently rubbed a thumb along the webbing between Crowley’s 
fingers. 


He looked down at his hand laid over Crowley’s and knew with a sudden clarity he didn’t 
want to go anywhere today. Aside from possibly attempting another real bath and washing his 
clothes from last night. 


“Stay with me today.” Aziraphale raised Crowley’s hand to his chest. “We don’t have to do 
anything sexual, if you don’t want, but...” He tugged Crowley in close. The merlotl seemed 
only too happy to curl up against Aziraphale, his face burrowing happily into his neck. 
Crowley lay still for all of thirty seconds before his hands started to wander down 
Aziraphale’s arms again. He chuckled as he felt a soft, familiar tug at his arm hair. “Always 
so fascinated with the body hair. Honestly, I’m feeling positively butch the way you carry 
on!” While certainly not femme by any stretch of the imagination, Aziraphale was quite 
aware he was un-masculine in the traditional sense. Not that such things mattered—certainly 
not to Crowley. Aziraphale was a comfortable old queer. A queen in name only. 


He wondered, briefly, if he’d missed out on trying some other expressions for size in his 
younger days, but he couldn’t imagine himself in leather. (Maybe dolled up in lace like an 
18th century dandy.) “Pity you don’t get to see me in my prime. With my tweeds and 
waistcoats. I’m sure you’d find the sheer number of pockets and buttons fascinating. You 
wouldn’t have access to my arm hair in my regular attire, though.” Crowley hummed 
thoughtfully and started sniffing at his hair. “What are you finding out now? All good things, 
I hope.” He wrapped an arm around Crowley’s waist and gently pulled the merlotl down, 
which seemed to surprise him. He adapted quickly, though. A tail wound itself between 
Aziraphale’s legs. Any thoughts that this might stay innocent were quickly dashed as 
Crowley shoved both his hands down the back of Aziraphale’s shorts. He couldn’t blame the 
other. He was feeling eager himself. 


“Wait,” Aziraphale said, accompanying the word with the sign. He wiggled out from under 
Crowley and carefully divested his clean set of clothes, and he dug out the towel from his 
pack. “Budge up,” he said, gesturing for Crowley to scooch over. He laid it down over the 
moss-bed. He laid back down, and Crowley happily wiggled over on top of him again, tail 
wrapping firmly around his calf. As if to say, youre mine now. I’ve got you. He felt a match 
light in the depths of his stomach with the gesture. Aziraphale splayed his fingers over his 
lover’s chest. “Crowley.” He didn’t have anything so grand as the stars to liken him to. There 
was nothing that could compare. 


Crowley gave him a half-smile of his own and placed a hand on Aziraphale’s naked 
chest.“‘An-ch’iel.” 


Aziraphale smiled up at him. He traced his hand over Crowley’s jaw—momentarily jealous 
of his aquatic adaptations because it meant he didn’t have to fuss about shaving. Something 
warm dripped against his thigh, and Aziraphale felt his half-hard cock stir. Crowley was more 
breathtaking in the daylight. Aziraphale felt his pulse rabbiting as he swept his thumb 
beneath Crowley’s open and leaking vent. The bulge above the vent shivered, and Aziraphale 
was transfixed by the eversion of both penes. He hadn’t really taken in their color last night. 
He reached out to cup one, admiring the taut skin, the smooth brushes of mauve, culminating 
in a deeply purple head. Aziraphale blushed as he thought of a rather artistic sex toy at the 
bottom of his closet across the Atlantic. The colors of the silicone played in a similar way as 
they moved from dark to light, even if the shape and hues were different. 


“Now there’s a thought,” Aziraphale breathed, tracing his thumb around the edges of 
Crowley’s vent. He wondered if Crowley would like sex toys, or would he simply see them 
as an inconvenience? Maybe vibration would be too much for him? Aziraphale wasn’t sure 
how he would even begin to make such an offer—not that he had any toys on hand. “I 
wonder what you would do with a hunk of silicone. You’re so clever. Probably something 
brilliant and unexpected.” Aziraphale swept in, tracing the pad of his thumb along the slick 
lining of his opening. The ache between his legs shot through him so keenly it reached his 
chest. 


“Can I... inside you?” Not that he would object to having Crowley use him again, only... he 
had had quite an invigorating experience last night. A bit of restraint seemed prudent. (Only a 
bit, though.) Aziraphale looked up at Crowley’s face and placed a hand on his chest. “Me,”— 
He reached down and placed two fingers on either side of his cock and dragged it down his 
shaft, towards Crowley. Aziraphale hooked his other thumb at the corner of his vent and 
delicately nudged himself under the open seam beneath. A question, not a demand. 
Aziraphale didn’t want to take any new activities for granted. He drew back one hand and 
pressed it against Crowley’s chest—“you.” 


Crowley made a noise in the back of his throat and shifted down, letting just the edge of his 
vent catch at the head of Aziraphale’s cock. He groaned at the hot, wet kiss of skin. “You 
tease,” he groaned, running his hand up and down Crowley’s waist. He didn’t move, even as 
Crowley tried to drive him to madness by rubbing the wet edge of his opening over his cock. 
He could feel some of Crowley’s slick transfer to him and slide down his shaft. He 
swallowed thickly, but then all the air was punched out of him as Crowley settled over him 
and slipped him inside that dripping space. 


His lover was hot on the inside, and wet. He could feel those soft, tiny tendrils, and they 
seemed to work all the harder with his intrusion. Aziraphale was glad he hadn’t tried moving, 
or sliding in at an oblique angle. While he could ostensibly get more of himself inside 
Crowley if they went at it from a more parallel entry, the vent narrowed quickly and was 
quite shallow. It probably wouldn’t have been comfortable for either of them. His stomach 
rose and fell in shuddering heaves as he tried to breathe. Crowley had a look of concentration 
about him. Aziraphale felt more of the weight of his tail settle onto his legs, and Crowley 
balanced on his hands as he twisted his hips, as though testing to see if there was some way 
he could shimmy all of Aziraphale inside him. He reached up weakly and placed a hand on 
Crowley’s belly, so gentle. “It’s good, ” Aziraphale whined plaintively. He didn’t want 
Crowley to hurt himself. 


Crowley sketched a quick yes down his cheek. “Ghd.” He opened and closed his jaws with no 
sound, rolling his hips. Aziraphale gasped as he realized Crowley was tightening around him, 
that he was being squeezed between the front and back walls of his insides. All of it was 
slick, but he could feel the join where Crowley’s shafts became one. The texture of it was 
fascinating. He could feel the notched terminus deep within extending into a broad flatness 
with a central ridge running down its surface, and then the fork near the entrance. Aziraphale 
wondered briefly if this juncture was made from cartilage or something else, but then he 
quickly didn’t care as it dragged along the top of his shaft. Even if he couldn’t sink all the 
way into Crowley... this was exquisite enough on its own. 


“Oh God, ” Aziraphale whimpered, trembling beneath Crowley. Slick cascaded down from 
where they were joined, flowing onto his belly and down the creases of his groin. It was a 
strange torture and heaven all at once. Torture because his human instincts were to drive as 
deep as he could, until they were completely joined, flush against one another. Heaven as he 
was enveloped by soft, slick, pillowy flesh on one side, and the harder, ridged pressure and 
texture on the other. That hint of a hood, that soft, external guide, brushed against his shaft as 
well as Crowley writhed and twisted his hips rather than thrusting up and down. Aziraphale 
felt like a rather obscene kitchen instrument as more of Crowley’s juices flowed down his 
shaft. He let out a breathy laugh. He made the sign for good, unable to do anything other than 
moan. Crowley looked lost and enraptured, panting heavily and clearly vocalizing things in 
that deeper, unheard register. Aziraphale reached up and placed a shaky hand on the base of 
Crowley’s throat. Just resting it there so he could feel the vibration of his neck. 


Heat gathered at the base of his cock, and Aziraphale whimpered. He didn’t want this to be 
over so soon. He could feel it, like a fuse burning its way steadily towards completion. In a 
white blaze of pleasure, the sounds between them became even more obscene as Aziraphale 
spent himself against Crowley’s inner walls. His jizz quickly followed the command of 
gravity and followed the path of Crowley’s slick, sliding back down his shaft. Crowley 
twisted through his aftershocks, until Aziraphale started whimpering when he was too 
sensitive. He cried out as Crowley pulled off him with a noise like a wet cork. One last, fierce 
squeeze. 


Aziraphale tried to gather his shuddering breath as he scooped Crowley up by the elbows. He 
could feel Crowley’s penes still hard and slick between them as he settled his comforting 
weight onto Aziraphale’s chest. He pressed a ray of kisses around the edges of Crowley’s 
face. “Give us a kiss,” he finally slurred, and Crowley obliged with a wet and languid seal of 
his lips. Aziraphale shivered and slipped a hand between them to wrap around one of 
Crowley’s shafts. “Go on love,” he breathed. Crowley didn’t need more encouragement than 
that. He thrust against Aziraphale’s hand and his slicked-up abdomen with deep groans that 
quickly dropped from his range of hearing. 


Despite having freshly orgasmed, Aziraphale trembled as Crowley placed a tender kiss to his 
brow. He loved Crowley so much it hurt. It ached like something tender and unused. He 
wondered how he could ever deserve this. He let his other hand slide to the small of 
Crowley’s back, fingertips tracing over his spine. He let his fingers drift lower to the start of 
Crowley’s sail. Aziraphale gasped as he felt Crowley’s first length spill onto his skin, staining 
a previously unanointed part of his stomach. Crowley didn’t stop his thrusting, just twisted so 
that his other shaft had more purchase, more slippery friction against Aziraphale’s skin. He 
reached over blindly and wrapped his hand around that one too, creating a little cave with his 
fingers for Crowley to slip into, the softness of his belly still underneath. It was the closest 
thing Aziraphale could think of to recreate the sensation of being inside Crowley’s vent. He 
felt a shiver run up Crowley’s spine, and the points of his blunt talons dug into his arm. Teeth 
pressed into the curve of his shoulder as Crowley shuddered and spilled again, but they didn’t 
break the skin. 


Aziraphale gasped as Crowley pulled back and his other penis slipped to take its place under 
the arch of his fingers. There was something delightful about being pressed skin-to-skin with 
Crowley sealing them together, like they might never be parted. Aziraphale would certainly 


need another wash. As much as Crowley seemed to like having his spine and tail played with, 
he wanted to feel Crowley with both hands. He cautiously reached between them and so 
lightly placed his fingers on the base of Crowley’s other phallus. Crowley angled his hips to 
lean into the touch so Aziraphale loosely wrapped a fist around Crowley’s slick cock. He 
pumped loosely, and he felt the press of teeth against his neck again. It felt as loving as any 
kiss he’d ever received. It was sublime, Crowley thrusting into one hand, and stroking him 
with the other. Aziraphale felt faint sparks of heat running down his length again. He 
wondered how long Crowley could go for; his stamina and his appetite for sex seemed 
boundless. 


It was a bit contagious. 


Just as he felt both of Crowley’s penes twitching beneath his hands again, there was a shadow 
in his peripheral vision, accompanied by a plaintive ka-kaw as some bird flew overhead. His 
lover immediately stilled and pushed himself up onto his palms, leaving Aziraphale feeling 
cool as his chest was suddenly exposed. “Crowley?” His breath stuttered as Crowley’s 
hemipenes withdrew with a wet sound. His empty palms tingled, and Aziraphale lay there 
rather stupidly, uncertain of what had just happened. Crowley growled low and slithered off 
of Aziraphale and lay beside him, between him and the vast opening above. He growled 
softly, and Aziraphale could feel it reverberate through his own body, pressed together as 
they still were. 


“Was it... the bird?” Aziraphale reached over to gently touch Crowley’s shoulder. He stopped 
growling but remained very still. Only the very tip of his tail moved, twitching and tapping 
almost silently against the ground. Aziraphale rubbed Crowley’s shoulder gently, but 
eventually he relaxed when it seemed like the danger had passed. Crowley rolled over and 
nuzzled Aziraphale, and he smiled. 


“You were quite brave,” Aziraphale said with an aching fondness and utter sincerity. He 
traced his fingertips up Crowley’s spine, all the way to the nape of his neck. His lover 
shivered and reached over and put a hand to his waist. Then he slipped down and licked some 
of the excess of fluids off Aziraphale’s stomach and thighs, that contented noise coming 
back. Aziraphale blushed hotly. “I think I’m going to need a real bath, love.” Slowly, he sat 
up, feeling a bit stiff and sticky. Aziraphale took the towel from underneath them and dabbed 
at the mess with one corner. It would need a wash later, certainly. He used some of his treated 
water to help at least make sure he wasn’t completely filthy. Crowley tilted his head, his face 
still shiny and wet, and he crawled over to the pond, slipping in head first. He resurfaced a 
moment later and gestured, come here. Aziraphale made to put on his shirt, but Crowley 
signed no. Aziraphale blinked, but he got to his feet and went over to the edge of the water. 
“What is it?” 


Come here, Crowley signed again, reaching out a hand. Aziraphale hesitantly laid his palm 
over Crowley’s, and he tugged lightly in the direction of the water. 


“You want me to swim?” Aziraphale laughed nervously. He thought about it, and stuck his 
toe in. The water was cold, but the sun was beating down on the surface of the water. There 
were probably warmer pockets. “All right,” Aziraphale said, surprising himself. “I might as 
well, I’ve already been dunked in it once.” 


He sat down and slipped into the water, still holding Crowley’s hand. His lungs seized up 
momentarily, but when he managed to dunk his head underwater and come back up, the 
temperature seemed a bit more bearable. He swam towards the sunlight, letting go of 
Crowley’s hand. Crowley swam just below the water’s surface, gliding through the water 
with such grace. Aziraphale felt a bit of relief as the sun had indeed warmed the water 
enough to be bearable. “We probably should have waited until later in the day,” he teased. 
“Given it a chance to get really warm.” Aziraphale thought for a moment, and then he leaned 
back to float on his back, drinking in the sun on his skin, and revelling into the chance to 
stretch and actually be comfortable. “Oh, that’s nice,” he sighed, letting himself drift. He felt 
something brush against his foot. He cracked open one eye and craned his head slightly, and 
he saw as well as felt the gentle touch of Crowley’s tail against the side of his leg. Aziraphale 
smiled and went back to drifting. He reached out with his hands every so often to brush his 
fingers along Crowley’s body. 


When he’d had enough of floating, he turned over and swam a few laps in the sun. Crowley 
followed him diligently, brushing against him every so often, even swimming above 
Aziraphale’s legs. Crowley brushed their shoulders together, and he came to a stop, his head 
poking above water. He jerked his head towards the shore. There was a gleam in his dark 
eyes as he gave that little half-smirk. Aziraphale understood immediately. 


“All right, let’s race.” The words had barely left his mouth and Crowley was already 
speeding towards the shore. Aziraphale laughed and then swam forward as fast as he could. 
Crowley lapped him twice before he made it all the way back over. He could hear that little 
clicking laugh as he crawled back onto shore. Aziraphale reached for his towel and quickly 
scrubbed over his skin, much chillier now that he was out of the water himself. 


Crowley hauled himself back onto land and decided to help by licking stray water droplets 
off Aziraphale’s skin. He blushed. “You really are devoted, aren’t you?” Aziraphale reached 
out to cup Crowley’s jaw. He held that dark, implacable gaze for several moments before he 
leaned forward to peck Crowley on the forehead. 


There was no exploring. There was quite a bit of lazy, less-frenetic sex. Including where 
Aziraphale had set up his washing station previously. Crowley’s mouth traced him in the 
dark, until Aziraphale fingered himself open and took both of Crowley’s penes into himself, 
riding on top of him. It was something approaching religious, sinking down onto his lover, 
blind, with only trust and the words they had forged together to guide the way. The towel had 
gotten a thorough cleaning—or at least as thorough as Aziraphale could make it. He was 
pleasantly surprised by how much mess had come out with water and friction alone. 
Aziraphale made another hot meal for himself, using the last bit of couscous, supplementing 
it with the rice he’d made the other day and some of Crowley’s fungi. Crowley only had a 
small portion for himself. He seemed content to curl up and watch Aziraphale eat. Crowley 
was even more content when Aziraphale curled up around him after and buried his face into 
his shoulder blade. They lay like that for a long time, until Crowley finally pulled away to 
slip back underwater for the night. 


It took Aziraphale a long time to fall asleep. 
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Aziraphale realized the next morning that his shirt and shorts were loose. In fact, they’d been 
loose yesterday, now that he thought about it. He just hadn’t noticed. He pulled at the buttons 
on his shirt front, where there was now a good inch or two of slack where there hadn’t been 
any around his belly. It wasn’t really a wonder that he’d lost weight, given his present 
circumstances. 


He wasn’t exactly glad for it. 


Aziraphale had once had an unhealthy relationship with food—well, sometimes he still did, 
but he had gotten better at resisting the temptation of emotional eating over the years. He 
knew what people saw when they looked at him, though. Just a typical academic, chained to 
a life of study and inactivity at a desk. He had tried to make an effort to take better care of 
himself, but he did tend to slip into a sedentary lifestyle if he wasn’t disciplined. Still, even 
when he was regularly exercising, that did little to affect his overall shape. He usually lost a 
little weight while out in the field, but not in such a short span of time. He was very glad that 
he generally maintained his weight in a stable range. For one thing, that meant he didn’t have 
to go around buying new clothes all the time. 


But he was nearly out of firewood, and even if that weren’t the case, he was almost out of 
anything that wasn’t trail mix. He had one more packet of oatmeal. He made it with a heavy 
heart. The fruit Crowley had gathered after the storm was gone, and he hadn’t brought back 
any more. Aziraphale wondered how long such fruit even blossomed. How long before the 
forest picked the trees clean? 


He was distantly aware that Crowley had joined him. He could hear the telltale sound of wet 
skin on stone. Aziraphale found himself clutching at the loose fabric at his belly. 


“Ahn-ji-el,” Crowley announced his presence. 


Aziraphale couldn’t reply. He swallowed around a lump of sand in his throat. He stared down 
at his bubbling oatmeal with blurred vision. 


“*,.An-chi’el?” Crowley chirruped his name much softer. There was a delicate touch to his 
cheek as Crowley reached up to capture a tear. 


“T’ll be fine,” Aziraphale said thickly. He reached up and brushed a thumb over his cheeks. 
When he ate his oatmeal, his mouth still tasted like salt. He still offered Crowley a spoonful, 
and let the merlot! help him scrape the pot clean after. “Michael and Gabriel are due back any 
day now,” he said the words with a brightness he didn’t feel. If only not to worry Crowley. 
“But there are still pathways left to explore. Don’t you worry. We’ll find a way out. The both 
of us.” 


Crowley made a low, reassuring sort of noise in response, and Aziraphale packed some trail 
mix and his usual things in his satchel. He stared for a long time at the bright, candy-coated 
chocolate pieces, but he left them untouched, and buried the mix under his field notebook. 


While it was faster to trek through already mapped areas, Aziraphale knew he wasn’t making 
the sort of progress he really needed to. 


That night, when he and Crowley returned to camp, Aziraphale gave him a lazy handjob, 
staring deep into his dark, beautiful eyes. As much as he ached to be touched and fucked in 
return, he said no and simply cuddled against Crowley instead. He closed his eyes and 
focused on that deep, rumbling sound emerging from Crowley’s throat, and he let it seduce 
him into a trance. His companion, however, was clever, and he noticed the same thing 
Aziraphale had that morning. Crowley tugged at Aziraphale’s loose clothing with a half 
frown. 


“It’s fine,” Aziraphale said, gently pulling Crowley’s hand away. His companion looked 
dubious, but he curled back up around Aziraphale, this time absent that comforting, soothing 
sound of his happiness. 


Aziraphale prayed to the Almighty for peace. For kindness and luck to befall Crowley. That 
he would find a nice merlotl to settle with when he was gone. That maybe, somehow, he 
could find a way to be forgiven and go back home. 
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The truth was, Aziraphale knew there was no way out. Crowley was clever. If there were 
another way out, he would know it. He probably needed it just as badly as Aziraphale. The 
only real hope he had to cling to was the return of his colleagues, and the fact that Crowley 
had only recently expanded some of his waterway tunnels. Perhaps he hadn’t been to some 
parts of the cave yet, even after all this time. 


He didn’t give up looking. He wouldn’t, until his body gave out, but hunger pressed in on 
him at all hours of the day. He dreamed, and he could still feel the emptiness of his stomach. 
Crowley was the only real distraction he had. 


When he wasn’t letting Crowley slip between his thighs, or giving Crowley a slow, sensuous 
handy, Aziraphale tried to wile away his evening hours with other distractions. 


He had taught Crowley a version of knucklebones a student from Laos had taught him a few 
years ago. An intelligent young man doing studies in behavioral psychology in birds and 
rodents. (Now, he was Dr. See; Aziraphale had never doubted his eventual success.) They had 
been talking about his experiments when the subject of games had come up, and they would 
meet up for lunch regularly to play. It was a regional variation on jacks, essentially. Rather 
than jacks and a ball, all it required were four or five pebbles and increasing feats of 
dexterity. Crowley picked up on the game quickly—including the fact that the participants 
could be at different “levels” than each other each round. That he had to clear the previous 
challenge before going on to the next. Aziraphale couldn’t remember them all, there were 
dozens, but Crowley had invented some new ones. Or perhaps invented a new way of 
cheating. 


He bounced a pebble off his tail with his clicking laugh as he scooped up the rest of his trove 
with his other hand. 


“And how am I supposed to do that?” Aziraphale snorted quietly. He reached out to try and 
snatch the rock as Crowley bounced it, and his friend tipped his tail so that it bounced out of 
reach. Kh kh kh kh kh kh kh kh! 


“Yes, yes, you’re so funny.” Aziraphale laughed anyway. “Give us a kiss, you cheat.” 
Crowley let out a few happy clicks and bent forward to lay an affectionate peck against 
Aziraphale’s lips. Crowley pulled away slowly, but a half-frown curled over his lip. 


You eat? It seemed to be a question as Crowley signed them one after another in slow 
deliberation. Eat-you. 


“T ate today,” Aziraphale said defensively as he signed yes in return. Crowley cast dark and 
doubtful eyes over him. So what if it had only been a couple handfuls of trail mix? He 
wondered with a hammering heart if Crowley could detect his blood sugar somehow. His 
eyes watered, and he looked down at his knees. “What about you, did you eat?” He signed 
the question back at Crowley. 


Yes, Crowley signed back. Food small. 


“That’s, that’s good.” His voice hitched in his throat. Crowley reached over and gently laid a 
hand on his knee. When Aziraphale looked up, he made the motions for the spider. “You 
want me to sing?” Yes came the answer, as Crowley stared intently at Aziraphale’s face. He 
settled back and tried to think of a song he knew that he hadn’t sung yet for Crowley. 


He remembered a song by Keane, easily the most relevant band in his repertoire of musical 
interest. (Though he did have a fondness for Tears for Fears as well.) 


“The sun gleams in, hear the magpies sing for sorrow, it makes things better. Maybe we'll get 
to spread our wings tomorrow, if luck will let us...” 


Crowley swayed as he moved his hands through the motions. When the song turned a little 
sadder, Crowley reached out and lifted Aziraphale’s hands so that he was going through the 
motions too. Aziraphale’s voice splintered, and he lost the thread of the melody. His lovely, 
faithful companion was doing everything in his power to comfort him. To cheer him up. 


Crowley reached over and brushed his knuckles along Aziraphale’s jaw. He gestured between 
them and made a lewd gesture that needed no explanation or translation, but Crowley was 
waiting as he let his hand hover over Aziraphale’s belly. Aziraphale thought for a moment, 
and then he made a gamble. He drew a line down from the hollow of his throat and drew an x 
on his cheek. “I can’t,” he whispered. “Want, but can’t.” He pressed a chaste, tender kiss to 
Crowley’s lips. “Don’t worry about me, love.” He reached between them and drew his first 
two fingers in a circle along Crowley’s palm. Crowley’s frills wilted, and his eyes went half- 
lidded, but he stubbornly nuzzled along Aziraphale’s neck, determined to show him affection. 
Aziraphale welcomed him in with open arms, brushing his fingertips along Crowley’s skin as 
he tried not to think of very much. 


Before he went to sleep that night, he drank as much water as he could stand, to at least give 
his belly the sensation of being full. 
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Aziraphale was preparing a new batch of water the next morning, after wolfing down the last 
few pieces of trail mix in his possession. He still had one piece of chocolate in his mouth. He 


let it sit on his tongue to melt. The sweetness of it nearly had him in tears for reasons 
Aziraphale couldn’t fathom. He was trying to ignore his turmoil, when Crowley appeared, a 
pink dart jetting directly towards the shore. 


“Crowley?” He hadn’t ever seen the merlotl quite like this. He clung to the edge of the shore 
and made a come here gesture. Aziraphale got to his feet. Apparently too slowly for 
Crowley’s liking because he made the gesture again and then splashed the water’s surface 
with impatience. 


“Steady on!” Aziraphale stumbled over towards Crowley, having stood up a little too fast. 
Crowley made the c/-click noise associated with his torch, so Aziraphale turned and grabbed 
it from his things. “What’s gotten into you?” Crowley shook his head, his frills dancing like a 
glorious mane, and then he gestured for Aziraphale to follow. He started to swim away, and 
Aziraphale staggered forward until he was in a shambling almost-jog. He flicked the torch on 
as soon as he was out of reach of the light. Dread coiled tight in his belly as Aziraphale 
realized which direction Crowley was leading him. Back to the fringes of his maelstrom’s 
territory. It was almost enough to make him vomit up his trail mix. “Crowley... Crowley, 
no!” 


Crowley turned in place and stuck his chest out of the water, and gestured for him to follow 
once more. 


Aziraphale felt only marginally better as he recognized that they were headed back towards 
the cave-in. Crowley slowed down, and he seemed reluctant to go forward all of a sudden. 
Aziraphale came to a stop, trusting Crowley’s judgment more than his own at this point. 
“What’s the matter?” Crowley didn’t respond; he only let his head peek up over the water. 
Aziraphale sat there, looking into his eyes, and that was when he realized... he could hear 
something. 


He held his breath and stayed very still. It sounded faint and a long way off. “What is that?” 
Aziraphale whispered, fear clutching at his heart. So quietly, Crowley lifted a hand and 
gestured for him to go ahead. He didn’t seem keen to go further. Aziraphale swallowed, and 
he shuffled forward a few steps... and then a few more... and then before he realized it, he 
was rounding a curve and he could see the cave-in—he suddenly recognized what he was 
hearing as human voices and the sound of stones moving. He heard a familiar, brassy voice 
telling someone else to be careful. 


“Gabriel?” Aziraphale’s throat cracked like old parchment as he whispered. He dropped onto 
his arse like a sack of potatoes. His heart was racing; he couldn’t quite believe it. Was he... 
going to live? His face was wet, and the lingering taste of chocolate was obliterated by salt. 
“Gabriel!” He cried out, shrill and undignified. 


“,..Aziraphale?” His name sounded so strange after the stilted moniker of angel these past 
few weeks. Stranger still filtered through hundreds of pounds of rocks. 


“Yes!” Aziraphale sobbed, suddenly finding the cut-off exit even more intolerable than 
before. He wanted out. He wanted to see real sunshine! He wanted food! “Oh god, oh god, 
yes! I’m here!” He thought he heard a cheer go up from outside. 


“Where the Hell have you been?! Are you all right? You break a leg or anything while you 
were in there?” 


“T’m-I’m fine. Just... hungry.” Aziraphale swallowed his pride, and he wept harder into his 
hand as he heard Michael speak. 


“We’re going to get you out, all right? It’s going to take us a while to clear this, though. We 
have help, but it might take another day. I don’t know. Can you make it until then?” 


“T... yes, I think so. I think so.” 
“What?” Gabriel bellowed out. “Can’t hear you!” 


“T said I—I should be fine! There’s...” Aziraphale stopped. He suddenly didn’t want them to 
see any of his setup, his intimacy with Crowley. Their private, shared space together. He 
glanced back towards the end of the cave, and he saw Crowley just peeking around the 
corner, looking shy. 


“There’s sinkholes around here, very dangerous! I’1]—I’Il make it another day I think. If I 
have to—I... I’ll gather my things.” 


Crowley gave him a piercing look before he disappeared entirely. Then he was gone, like a 
dream. Like he’d never been there at all. 


“T-P’Il be back! I promise!” Aziraphale got to his feet, and he sprinted as fast as he dared in 
the dark. 


“Crowley?” He didn’t dare shout. He couldn’t let them find Crowley. Not yet, not like this. 


Aziraphale was crying again, or maybe he hadn’t stopped yet. He scrubbed his face. 
“Crowley, please...” He felt sick. How could he just abandon Crowley like this? Js that why 
you ran? 


He cried out with relief as he saw Crowley curled up on the shore of the chamber adjoining 
theirs, his hand idly drifting along the surface of the water. “Crowley!” The joy he felt on 
seeing his friend, his boon companion, was laced through with sorrow. Aziraphale felt like a 
pane of glass cracking to pieces, barely held together by the surrounding frame. 


Crowley didn’t even stir as Aziraphale rounded the shoreline and dropped down to his knees 
beside the other. “...Won’t you look at me?” Aziraphale didn’t know how he was supposed to 
endure this. “Please... don’t be angry with me, love.” 


Crowley finally lifted his face in his direction. Aziraphale set his torch off to one side. “I 
can’t stay,” he admitted, not sure how much Crowley could truly understand. “If I stay here, 
I'll die. I can’t live here like you.” Aziraphale closed his eyes. He wished he could. He 
entertained a fantasy of living off the land, of forgoing all society and living here with 
Crowley. Like all the best dreams, it was beautiful, wonderful, wholly impractical, and— 
above all—impossible. He reached down between them and drew his fingers in a circle on 
Crowley’s palm. 


Crowley studied his expression and let out a deep sigh. He looked away, back towards the 
path Aziraphale had come from. He pushed himself up onto his hands and let his forehead 
rest in the curve of Aziraphale’s shoulder. 


“T’m sorry.” Aziraphale reached up to put his arms around Crowley, to hold him close. As if 
that could somehow ease the pain of the parting blow. Crowley reached between them, and he 
drew his fingertips along Aziraphale’s palm in a circle in return. Then he pressed his hand flat 
against Aziraphale’s chest. He gestured towards the path and repeated the caress against 
Aziraphale’s palm. Then he gestured in the direction of his maelstrom’s territory again and 
drew his fingers in two circles over his own palm, gestured to himself, and then he signed no. 


It broke Aziraphale’s heart. 


“T love you.” He traced Crowley’s palm and then lifted his hand to kiss his knuckles, to brush 
his thumb along the webbing there. 


Crowley gestured towards his rescue and then signed want you. Me—no want. 


“You must’ve thought we were the same.” Aziraphale combed his fingers through Crowley’s 
hair. “I’m so sorry. I’m not... it’s not quite that bad for me.” He drew in a breath. “I have to 
go. I have to leave now.” 


“Leev?” 
“Yes,” Aziraphale said, his voice cracking. “Out.” 


Crowley leaned back and looked Aziraphale up and down. Me-want-you, he signed in quick 
succession, but then he signed can t. Yes and no, with the positions swapped. 


“You understand.” Aziraphale let his hand rest at the nape of Crowley’s neck. “I would stay if 
I could...” 


Crowley’s fronds lowered, but then he reached up and touched Aziraphale’s face with a 
tender half-smile. “An’chi-el.” He pressed kisses all along Aziraphale’s hairline, around his 
jaw. “An’chi-el.” His expression turned morose again, and it was more than Aziraphale could 
bear. 


“Please, please don’t be so disappointed. I’1l come back. We could... I don’t know. Go for a 
picnic. You’ll be able to go outside again, won’t that be wonderful? Perhaps we could... Find 
a nice tree to sit under and eat together by the river. Almost as good as dining at the Ritz.” 


“An’chi-el.” Crowley drew his hand down Aziraphale’s front with intent, and his dark eyes 
flicked back up to his face. He swallowed and signed yes. Crowley gently laid him down on 
the ground, and Aziraphale helped him strip off his clothes. He felt more naked and exposed 
than ever as Crowley pulled the cloth to one side. 


They both knew what this was. 


It was a goodbye. 


He tried to take in every detail, and he was surprised by how different his view of Crowley 
was now. He didn’t feel any nervousness or fear as Crowley drew his nails through his chest 
hair. They were thick, yes, and dark, but they were hardly the claws he’d been viewing them 
as until now. Even his tail didn’t seem quite as long as it wrapped around his ankle. Clearly, 
now that rescue was on the table, Aziraphale was no longer exaggerating Crowley’s features 
in his mind. He reached between them to draw his fingertips along the slit of Crowley’s vent, 
but he grabbed Aziraphale’s hand and pulled it away. He found his wrist pinned against his 
own chest as Crowley reached down between them to clumsily wrap his fingers around 
Aziraphale’s shaft. He was still soft, but he could feel heat gathering as Crowley touched him 
in fascination. Crowley pulled back his hand and traced the edges of his membranes along the 
head of him, a delicious, thrilling tease that had him growing hard. 


His lover let out a satisfied little sound, and he wrapped his hand around Aziraphale’s shaft 
again. There was a bit more for Crowley to grab as blood continued to pool between his legs. 
The motion wasn’t quite as practiced or dexterous as he was used to from a partner, but it was 
still exquisite. Crowley’s hand was smooth and gentle. Aziraphale wondered if he was afraid 
of hurting him. He pulled Crowley down for a kiss as he bucked gently into his hand. It was 
sweet, the way Crowley was returning the gesture. That he was so committed to taking care 
of Aziraphale he was willing to put his own pleasure aside. He could feel tears running down 
his temples, hugging the curve of his skull. He chased the friction, seeking to drive out every 
other thought trying to claw at him. He kissed his way up Crowley’s neck, panting as he 
reached down between them with his free hand to let his fingers curl around Crowley’s, 
helping him squeeze a little tighter. Aziraphale gasped as Crowley’s wrist twisted just so and 
caused sparks to light just under the head of his cock. He felt the familiar hot, slick feeling of 
Crowley’s penes rubbing against his thigh and hip. It made Aziraphale feel so desired when 
Crowley did that. He hoped Crowley would find his pleasure, and would leave his skin wet 
and dripping. 


Aziraphale whimpered and thrust into Crowley’s hand, bit at his collarbone, as he felt 
pleasure start to overtake him. He felt Crowley shiver, but he stilled almost immediately as he 
worked his grip up and down Aziraphale’s shaft. Until that tight heat winding through him 
spilled over their hands. Crowley slowed his touch, pulling away when Aziraphale was too 
oversensitive. He reached blindly towards his partner’s hip, but Crowley grabbed his other 
arm and in a moment had both wrists pinned against Aziraphale’s chest. 


“An-chi’el,” he breathed softly. “Ghd. Gud.” He settled down and—one last time—he licked 
Aziraphale clean. He gasped, and his lungs nearly turned inside out a moment later when 
Crowley splashed cold cave water over his skin without warning. He stilled as Crowley used 
his hand to gently scrub at his skin. One last demonstration of how much the other had 
learned and observed just by watching him. Aziraphale’s eyes watered. He wiggled his arms, 
and Crowley let him go. He allowed Aziraphale to sweep him up into his arms. His lover, his 
confidante, his friend embraced him back loosely. 


A damp brow pressed against his own. “Give us a kiss,” he whispered. Crowley brushed their 
noses together, but nothing further. Aziraphale cupped his face in his hands and he pressed a 
kiss to Crowley’s forehead, then one to each cheek, to his temples where his scales covered 
his skin, a tender one to that pointed chin, and then, at last, one gentle press of their lips. 
There was the gentlest press in return. Then his breath was stolen away as Crowley drew 


back. He held Aziraphale’s gaze, dark and implacable, before his fronds flickered once, and 
then he tipped down into the pool. There was barely a ripple on the surface. 


“Crowley?” He crawled over and peered down into the water, but the merlotl was already 
gone. He lay there in shock. Was that it? Was that really how they were going to say 
goodbye? What do you expect? It’s not like you can exchange mobile numbers with him. 
Aziraphale pushed himself back up and started pulling his clothes back on. 


“Tt had to be the last time anyway,” he whispered to himself. “One way or another.” If 
Crowley had any sense at all, he’d wait until the coast was clear and then escape to the rivers 
and tributaries of the forest. Maybe he didn’t have to find forgiveness with his maelstrom. 
Maybe he could go find a home elsewhere with another group. “It would be the best thing for 
Crowley.” See, Eastwise? This is what I told you. Too attached, too emotional, too 
sentimental. 


He almost wished he’d been able to tag Crowley, and then he felt disgusted with himself. 
Crowley was as intelligent and full of free will as any human. Fancying him didn’t give 
Aziraphale the right to do that. Even if he was worried about his safety in the wild going 
forward. If Crowley didn’t want to see him, well, he had to respect those wishes. 


Slowly, Aziraphale got to his feet. He trudged into the sleeping chamber one last time. It was 
like a dream as he packed up his things. Leave only footsteps, rattled inside his skull. He 
traced his fingers over the housing of the infrared sensors. In a few hours... it would be as if 
this never happened. 


Aziraphale unsteadily got to his feet as soon as his things were all sealed away in his pack 
again. He looked down at his feet, at the bed of moss so carefully cultivated for him. His 
vision blurred, and he ran his boot through it several times before he could stop himself. 


A cracked sob escaped him as he looked down at its remains. There were still a few patches 
stubbornly clinging to life. Aziraphale turned on his heel and grabbed his camping pack, 
heading towards the boundary between life and death. 


38 2K ok 


It was complete hell, Waiting. 


Aziraphale found that he was too nervous to sit on the other side of the wall for very long. 
The mental image of the other merlotl further down the cave trying to tear Crowley apart was 
fresh in his mind. He ended up pacing, or sitting farther down the tunnels than his rescuers 
liked, no doubt, but they checked in every hour or half hour—maybe. It was hard to gauge 
the passing of time. 


It was maybe his fiftieth trek back to his hiding spot—he’d been counting—when he heard 
human speech, the call of his name. It was distant and eerie, but he knew where their voices 
were coming from. Aziraphale started waving his torch around as he stumbled in the 
direction of their voices. 


There was a cacophonous call and response, but Aziraphale wanted to fall to his knees when 
he caught sight of Michael and Gabriel’s torches. He sent his own beam of light over to meet 
theirs. “Here! Oh-oh, I’m here!” 


He never thought he would ever be this glad to see Gabriel and Michael. In addition to their 
torches, they were both holding large lanterns aloft. Their faces were lit up like a pair of 
angels. Aziraphale nearly threw himself on the ground in prayer right then and there. 


“Aziraphale!” Michael gasped, rushing forward to steady his arm with one hand. “What 
happened!?” 


“Oh, you know... I thought I’d get out there and make some trouble.” A hysterical titter 
burbled out of him. Michael’s hand tightened painfully on his shoulder. 


“Are you all right?” 


“A touch hungry,” Aziraphale confessed with a weak smile, “but otherwise unharmed, I 
think. Sorry, my supplies ran out a few days ago, do you have—?” 


Wordlessly, his lips in a tight, white line, Gabriel passed him a nutrition bar. Aziraphale 
wolfed it down, almost choking on it. He chugged some water to try and clear his throat. 
Gabriel’s anger was palpable; it pressed down along his spine. 


Aziraphale curled down into a ball and hugged his knees. “I’m sorry,” he said hoarsely, as if 
he could head off his colleague’s anger. “I was trying to be useful with my time here.” 


“What were you thinking!?” Gabriel’s voice echoed through the cavern, and Aziraphale 
cringed. “You could have died, Aziraphale, what the fuck!?” 


“Oh my god, Gabriel, you can’t yell at hhm—HE ALMOST DIED!!!” 


Aziraphale hid his face with one hand as he fought back the urge to cry. Michael and 
Gabriel’s argument faded into the background, nothing more than an aural blur. 


For once in his life, it didn’t matter if someone was angry with him, that he’d done something 
wrong. It didn’t matter that he’d caused trouble. He was free; he was going to Jive. Tears 
leaked out beneath his fingers. Abruptly, he became aware of silence as Michael reached 
down an arm to help him up. 


“T found them,” Aziraphale said to no one in particular. “They’re here, merlotl.” The words 
spilled out of his mouth as he got to his feet. 


“What are you talking about?” Michael asked sharply, her other hand coming up to grip 
Aziraphale’s upper arm. 


“They... they live here. A group of them. Down... through there. I mapped this place... 
fairly well, but they got... aggressive, so I’m not too sure where, but... this is near the 
boundary of their territory, it seems.” 


Michael and Gabriel seemed a bit dazed themselves as they tried to process the news. 


2 


“We, gosh, we’ll, we need to get out of here, posthaste 
“Don’t want to scare the little buggers.” 


Gabriel clapped his hands loudly. 


Michael nodded in agreement. “Yes,” she said distantly. “We should... get you out of here. 
Gabriel, help me get his pack.” 


“Tt has the infrared equipment in there,” Aziraphale chirped out uselessly. His pulse 
skyrocketed at the thought of them getting their hands on his journal—until the strap of his 
satchel bit into his palms. Aziraphale looked down at his fists. Apparently, it had become so 
second nature to him, he’d prepared his satchel anyway. Like it was just another day of 
exploring. With Crowley. 


Tears burned anew as Michael took him by the shoulder and started leading him out. He 
started blubbering by the third step. 


“Tt’ll be all right,” Michael assured him. “You’re almost out of here. You never have to come 
back here again.” 


“Never?” The word felt like an icicle driven through his heart. 

“That’s right,” she said soothingly. “C’mon, Aziraphale.” 

The name Crowley clawed past his lips, mangled beyond recognition as he sobbed. 
“What was that?” 


Aziraphale couldn’t answer. He couldn’t breathe. His entire back prickled. He desperately 
wanted to know if Crowley was there, seeing him off. What if this was the last time they’d 
ever see each other? He couldn’t seem to pull enough air into his lungs, and now, Aziraphale 
understood. He understood why Orpheus looked back. 


You cant look back, not now, you'll kill him. His head started to turn anyway. Because it was 
more intolerable to think that Crowley was there, waiting for Aziraphale to acknowledge 
him. 


Maybe that was the point of the story... she was waiting to be looked at. 


Michael was the one that saved him from folly. She brought up a hand and firmly gripped the 
back of Aziraphale’s head. “Don’t look back, now,” she ordered firmly. Cold as Persephone. 


Dont look back. It was one simple request, wasn’t it? How could anyone fail when it would 
doom their love? 


“I—T] don’t have a songbird in my throat,” Aziraphale protested. He crumpled against 
Michael, imparting a truly mortifying amount of snot onto her shoulder. 


“What the fuck is he even saying ?” 


“Oh, shut up, Gabriel,” Michael snapped. Aziraphale could feel the words buzz through her 
ribs waspishly. “Poor man has been through a trial, clearly. He’ Il be fine once we get him 


away from here.” 
“Right. ‘Course. Course you will, buddy! Aziraphale. Eastwise.” 


He stumbled his way over some of the cleared rocks as Michael led him further and further 
astray. There must’ve been a hike through the forest, but the next thing he knew, someone led 
him to one of the Jeeps, his satchel clutched fiercely in his lap as he heard the click of his 
seatbelt. The engine roared to life and Gabriel’s mp3 player came to life with it. Freddie 
Mercury started singing immediately, accompanied by a haunting syntheziser. 


There 5 no time for us. Theres no place for us, what is this thing that builds our dreams, yet 
slips away from us? 


Just as Freddie started wailing existential about Who wants to live forever? Gabriel clicked 
the player off, fumbling with the audio cable sheepishly. 


“Sorry about that, Az, old buddy. You probably want some quiet, right?” 


He couldn’t speak, salt burning the back of his throat. There was something too awful about 
the violent ricochet between the ghost of his ex and Gabriel’s actual, genuine gesture of 
consideration. 


It wasn’t until the car started to pull away that Aziraphale looked back towards the caves, 
only to find nothing—no one—there. Only dark plants and thick woods. 


He thought he made a rather poor Orpheus. 
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Chapter Summary 


“Are you asking if I want to go back out into the field?” 


The silence that greeted his statement grew heavy with significance the longer his 
colleagues didn’t speak. 


“Sort of,” Gabriel finally coughed. “The dean, McDormand... she, uh, she doesn’t want 
you in the field for at least a week. And she wants you to seek counseling. Ideally go on 
a leave. Obviously, she, uh, can’t really do anything to make sure that’s enforced here in 
another country, but...” 


“So you’re meant to spy on me and make sure that I do, is that it? Make sure ’m 
compliant.” Aziraphale spat the words more bitterly than he’d planned. 
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Aziraphale didn’t sleep much—in fits and bursts in the car, mostly. He didn’t even register 
their little stop in a nearby village. It was as if he blinked and he was suddenly staring at the 
ceiling of a hospital. Lying down in a bed wasn’t as comforting as he thought it would be. His 
back ached, but maybe that was just residual pain from lying on the ground for so long. A 
nurse was at his side, fingers on his wrist, taking his pulse. They prodded him every so often, 
or took some blood samples. 


It felt surreal when they let him step into a real shower. Aziraphale was almost terrified to 
approach the tiled, utilitarian corner of the tiny bathroom across from his hospital bed. He 
edged forward and reached over to pull the tap. He gasped when water immediately started 
shooting out from the showerhead. The noise of it seemed impossibly loud. Gallons of water 
moving through pipes and hitting the tile with enough pressure it looked like a power washer 
to Aziraphale. 


He wiped his tears and stepped into the spray with another yelp. It was still freezing. He 
stepped back and fiddled with the knob, then tested the spray with his hand first before he 
stepped under the water again, once it was more bearable. Barely sunlight warm. 


Mechanically, he started to wash himself, able to take stock of his body properly in the light. 
(It was too harsh; he almost wanted to shower in the dark.) He watched as dirt and sand 
poured off his skin and down the drain. There were a few sores here and there, from chafing 
and wearing the same clothes day in and day out and probably from abrasion against the 
rocks. It was too much, all at once. He wanted to enjoy this, but he didn’t feel clean at all, 
even as he scrubbed his body furiously with soap and lathered up his hair. Aziraphale washed 
it three times, not even a hint of curl left as the drenched hair was plastered to his scalp. And 
then he stood there, under the painful spray of water, hunching into himself, water pooling in 
his collarbones. The ghostly sensation of gentle lips and a curious tongue dragging across his 
body flashed through his mind. Aziraphale started sobbing, clutching at his skin. Ugly, ugly 
tears until he cried himself out, until there were no thoughts at all and no emotions in his 
chest. Just standing under the spray of water as it turned cold. 


Time stumbled forward again. Gabriel and Michael’s faces came in and out of focus. He fed 
them information about his discoveries, about his exploration. Then they would vanish and 
let someone else come and take a look at him. Aziraphale fumbled his way through so many 
examinations. He was terrified of discovery. That they would somehow... know by 
examining him that something had happened. That he’d... he and Crowley had... 


But the doctors finally gave him a clean bill of health, a few prescriptions, and a 
recommended diet. They also left a chaplain in the room with him, now that he was more 
recovered and responsive. Aziraphale was grateful to have someone guide him through some 
prayer and meditation, but he didn’t divulge anything. He didn’t dare. The chaplain left him 
some information about mental health services that he politely took without any intention of 
even reading. 


(It wasn’t that Aziraphale was against the idea of therapy or counseling, it was just... what on 
Earth could he say?) 


Once he was discharged the next day, Michael whisked him away to a nearby hotel. It was 
clean, bright, and temperature controlled by the aircon unit in the room. 


“We’ve booked this out through the rest of the week here, but extending the reservations 
shouldn’t be a problem.” 


Aziraphale finally looked through his phone, fully charged and connected to a middling cell 
signal and lamentable hotel WiFi. He pulled up Airbnb, and he searched for anything that 
was open. He didn’t want a hotel. He wanted something secluded. Private. 


He paused in his searching and flicked his way into his online bank account. He nearly 
dropped the phone. There was... surely there was no way this was the correct amount? There 
at the top of his bank activity was a large deposit of money from Cambridge’s payroll service. 
Far more than his standard paycheck. Oh Lord, on top of everything else he was going to 
have to count his pennies to make sure he didn’t overspend until the transfer was somehow 
reversed, or... 


He pulled up his email. He wasn’t fazed by how many there were. He was on all sorts of 
listservs, and they tended to accumulate when he was out in the field with infrequent access 
to internet, but... as he scrolled through, he noticed a lot of them weren’t standard academic 
fare. These were... personal. Inquiries about his well-being. Several were from some of his 
grad students, advisees and otherwise. 


His eyes watered, and he looked up at Michael, standing quietly by the little table on the 
other side of the room, watching him intently. 


“Did... did people know I was...?” 


“Missing? Yes, of course. We let the University know straightaway as soon as we realized. 
They’ve been keeping it quiet, just a few people in the department, nothing to the press, but 
—” Michael chewed her lip, looking like she was trying to decide if Aziraphale was too 
delicate to hear what she had to say or not. 


“What is it?” Aziraphale sighed. 


“I’m sorry!” Michael’s voice wavered, and she looked like she was on the brink of tears. “I 
know we aren’t really—we’re not... close, but I have known you for ages, Aziraphale, and 
you’ve been very good to work with, and... and... It’s our fault. We didn’t check in. We 
didn’t check in for so long!” 


Aziraphale was rather speechless. He worked his jaw fruitlessly for several moments. “That’s 
not—it’s not—I was the one who—” 


“We’re supposed to check up!” 


“T didn’t initiate contact, either,” Aziraphale pointed out blandly. “We all got a little... lax. 
Complacent.” 


“And it almost cost you your life!” Michael brushed her cheeks quickly with her thumb, 
turning to grab some zero-ply tissues out of the room’s tissue box. 


“How did you know where to find me?” It was the wrong question, but Aziraphale was too 
wrung out himself to try and offer any real emotional comfort to Michael. It still didn’t quite 
fit in with his reality, that she would be so... devastated by something like this happening to 
him. 


Still, she seemed grateful for the change in subject. She dabbed daintily at her nose as she 
tried to rally her British stiff upper lip. “Ah. Well, we did some searching, you know. We 
figured you must’ve gone to point beta, but then we didn’t find you. We got some of the 
locals to help look for you after that. There was even a dog, helped find your trail a bit. Turns 
out there was a local girl—weell, not a girl anymore, obviously—but years and years ago she 
got lost in a similar part of the forest when she was very young. Thought it wouldn’t hurt to 
check it out. Took her a while to remember where the caves were. She managed to find her 
way out again. Obviously.” 


“She did?” 


“Remember why we picked this part of the forest in the first place? All those occasional 
reports of sightings over the years? I’d never heard this one before, but she always claimed a 
merlot] had helped her, but everyone thought... ‘Well, she’s just a child’, you know? Little 
tyke, under five or something at the time.” 


Crowley. 
“.,.Remarkable,” was all Aziraphale could find in himself to say. 


“Tsn’t it just?” Michael looked at him for a moment, far too piercing for Aziraphale’s liking, 
and he looked down at his phone again where it had fallen asleep. 


Aziraphale tapped his thumb. He brought up his email again, and it took him a few moments, 
but he managed to filter his email to only show the last couple weeks, binning all the mass 
subscriptions as he scrolled by. Then he found a likely explanation. 


From: Mary.Hodges@admin.cambridge.uk 
To: Azir. Eastwise@cambridge.uk 
Subject: Special Payroll Dispensation 


Attached: TERMS OF EMPLOYMENT. pdf; Liability Waiver.pdf; Staff Counselling 
Service.pdf 


Professor Eastwise, 


Let me first extend my deepest sympathies for what occurred while you were out in the field 
on official Cambridge University sanctioned research. I speak for myself and the entire 
university when I say that we are relieved to hear that you were located and are en route to 
receive medical care. 


While we feel our benefits are robust, we understand that during this time as you are abroad, 
you may need additional funds for out-of-pocket medical expenses, counseling, or other 
emergency expenses, and this one-time additional payment has been disbursed to you through 
your usual direct deposit information. 


These funds are not an admission of wrongdoing, nor a way to disincentivize you from 
exercising any of your legal rights. We have included the terms of your employment, 
including any arbitration agreements, as well as a copy of the liability waiver you signed 
prior to the start of the expedition to help guide your decision-making process. 


While this also is not an accusation of any wrongdoing on the part of the university, yourself, 
or your fellow researchers, it has also come to our attention that safety protocols were not 
followed. There will, naturally, be an enquiry at a later date to determine what led to this 
incident, and how this terrible set of circumstances can be avoided in the future. You are, of 
course, aware that the safety of our staff, students, and scholars is the very highest concern 
we have. We hope as we go through the investigation process that a satisfactory outcome will 
be reached by all parties. 


We also are given to understand that your unfortunate occurrence has led to success and the 
potential for a major discovery. It feels prudent to remind you that if the press should request 
an interview regarding your research, or your experience— 


Aziraphale started skimming the lengthy missive. There was also a post-script about the 
employee benefits, including counseling that he had access to as a member of Cambridge 
University. As well as a helpful attachment reminding him how to set up an appointment. 


So. Not a mistake then. 


In other words—we re sorry, dont file suit against us (and you also fucked up, so really, 

we ’re being nice here), keep your mouth shut before any papers are published, and, for God’s 
sake, do not speak to the press under any circumstances. It really was rather kind of them. In 
an incredibly calculated way. 


“Michael,” he announced, still scrolling his email, mentally noting a request for contact from 
the dean, “I think I would like to find some accommodations on my own. I can stay here a 
night or two with you and Gabriel... discuss the next steps of our research, but I need 
something a bit more...” —He gestured vaguely—‘homely.” 


“Of course,” Michael said softly. “Whatever you want, Aziraphale. Just know that Gabriel 
and I are both here for you. We’d love to hear what you have to say about the merlotl too, 


when you’re ready to talk about it.” She couldn’t quite keep the eagerness out of her voice. 


“Tt’s all rather worked out for the better, hasn’t it?” Aziraphale heard himself say. Utterly 
disembodied from himself. I’ve been there and back again. Just like Bilbo. Like Orpheus. 
Like a thousand other heroes. 


“Yes, yes, in some strange way it has.” 
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The next two days were a strange sort of unbearable. He was at turns delighted and repulsed 
by his two coworkers. He hated being alone, then he would hate their company after too long. 
The worst thing was, every time he saw one of them, he had an immediate, unaccountable 
rush of joy, no matter the circumstances. Aziraphale /oathed feeling that every time he looked 
at Gabriel’s perpetually smug face. (He tried not to hold the smug thing against Gabriel. It 
was clearly a genetic predisposition. Or possibly cultural.) 


Aziraphale laid out his experience in a series of careful redactions. He didn’t show them his 
field journal, but he did recreate his map for them, as well as detail his experiences with 
Crowley’s maelstrom. 


“So really, you should focus your efforts in this direction.” Aziraphale tapped the map spread 
out on the table as they sat together with Caribbean takeaway for dinner in their shared hotel 

room. “Unfortunately, that’s the area I know the least about, since that’s clearly their territory. 
I didn’t want to risk them getting more aggressive with me. I was thankful I was able to deter 
them with the torch and make my escape.” 

“Amazing... absolutely amazing!” Gabriel clapped his hands. Aziraphale tried not to wince 
too obviously at the sound. “Maybe we can finally put the ideas of Sable and Chalky to the 
test.” 


“We should get more DNA evidence before that,” Michael tartly pointed out. “The samples 
they were using were quite degraded.” 


“Just because Shadwell et. al. pointed out vestigial nipples doesn’t mean that they’re true 
mammals. If it looks like a duck, quacks like a duck, and breathes in air and water like a duck 
at different points in its development like a duck, then it’s a salamander!” 


“So, we’re going to ignore the possibility of convergent evolution?” Aziraphale was roundly 
ignored as Michael and Gabriel went back and forth. 


“Sable and Chalky’s work is questionable at best. We have no idea how distant their 
proposed relation to salamanders really is. I still agree with Zuigiber—” 


“You would,” Gabriel sneered. 
“They should be classified as something separate. Like the monotreme order.” 


“Pretty lonely order,” Gabriel pointed out. 


“And there’s still no basis, at the present time, to think that metamorphosis is even possible. 
The amount we understand could fit into a thimble.” 


“And there’s no reason to suppose they provide their own bioluminescence either, but that’s 
not stopping you from pursuing your pet theory.” 


“So.” Michael slammed her hand against the table, her face white with rage. There were 
several beats as she calmed down before speaking again. “What are we going to do?” 
Michael broached the question carefully. She exchanged a brief look with Gabriel, who 
showed a brief moment of discomfort, twirling his plastic fork idly. 


“Are you asking if I want to go back out into the field?” 


The silence that greeted his statement grew heavy with significance the longer his colleagues 
didn’t speak. 


“Sort of,” Gabriel finally coughed. “The dean, McDormand... she, uh, she doesn’t want you 
in the field for at least a week. And she wants you to seek counseling. Ideally go on a leave. 
Obviously, she, uh, can’t really do anything to make sure that’s enforced here in another 
country, but...” 


“So you’re meant to spy on me and make sure that I do, is that it? Make sure I’m compliant.” 
Aziraphale spat the words more bitterly than he’d planned. 


Michael grimaced before simply barreling through with the uncomfortable conversation. 
“Aziraphale, you’ve been through something terrible—” 


“T know that!” A hysterical giggle was trapped in the back of his throat. 


“and you need some time to process that. I know you like to throw it all into your work, 
but... Please, you need to take care of yourself. Gabriel and I will be going to the camp at the 
end of the week here. Why don’t you take a week or two and figure out what you want to do? 
McDormand also said we can get you a flight back home tonight, if that’s what you’d rather 
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“What I'd rather do right now, is check out and have a bit of personal space, thank you.” 
Aziraphale knew he was being irrational, and needlessly frosty, but he was more than ready 
to get away from the two people who were, in many respects, responsible for his current state 
of misery. He was packed and out of the room in under five minutes, scrolling through 
Airbnb as he hopped into a cab. He’d figure out where he was going on the way. 
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It was easier to be cordial over the phone. Gabriel and Michael were fastidious with 
maintaining regular contact. (He suspected there might have been disciplinary action behind 
this. He wasn’t looking forward to his own, inevitable conversation with Dean McDormand, 
and a full enquiry later, but she was apparently content to let him ‘take his time to recover,’ 
as her email had said.) While in town, they could use text messaging more reliably, so there 
was even less reason to speak to them in person. 


Aziraphale was also glad that staying in an Airbnb meant having a proper kitchen, so he 
didn’t have to do as much takeaway. He realized with a giddy start that next morning that he 
could go to the supermarket and get anything he wanted. Michael and Gabriel had given him 
custody of the other Jeep, so he loaded himself up as soon as he was dressed, and he nearly 
sped the entire way there. 


He was staggered as he stepped foot inside. He’d never realized how overwhelming a store 
could be. There was so much... so plenty... Aziraphale ran his hand reverently over a basket 
and started wandering through the store like a pilgrim looking for holy ground. 


The fresh fruit and vegetables pulled at him like a force of gravity. He was powerless to resist 
their thrall. Aziraphale closed his eyes as the misters went off as he was admiring the leafy 
greens. It seemed so decadent. He turned to look at the displays behind him, full of every 
kind of fruit he could ever ask for, all laid out in neat rows and perfect squares and pyramids. 
Better than any ancient Egyptian engineering marvel. 


Aziraphale traced his hands over the produce. He started adding fruit after fruit into his 
basket, until his arm ached with the weight. Nectarines, plums, a grapefruit, oranges, 
tangelos, apples, and—of course—tangerines. He grabbed anything that was in reach. He felt 
as desperate as a bear trying to lay on fat for winter. A madman with a fructivorous 
compulsion. Aziraphale even snatched another hamper from the entrance. He was sure, as he 
stepped up to the register with groaning baskets and arms overflowing with fruit and nothing 
else, he must’ve looked insane. It cost him a small fortune, but certainly he would need 
groceries until he decided what to do. It was a justifiable expense. 


One of the employees managed to unearth a few empty wooden crates some of the fruit 
must’ve been delivered in for him to tip the produce into. It took Aziraphale two trips to the 
Jeep to load it up. One crate on each hip for his second trip. Aziraphale slid into the driver’s 
seat and reached for a tiny key lime; he shucked it from its skin, eating it whole right there in 
the car park. For a moment, he feared he would eat the lot. Gorge himself until he got sick. 
Somehow, he managed to stop himself. 


He went back to the market again the next day, apologizing clumsily in the local Spanish 
dialect as he approached the counter again, arms overflowing with more fruit than he could 
carry. At least this time, he forced himself to buy some other supplies. (Though he had to 
make himself put back an economy pack of 24 cans of sterno fuel.) 


He went back three more times before he stopped, feeling too raw and exposed, and unable to 
explain himself. He cried the last time he stepped up to the register. He knew, he knew he was 
being judged, but he couldn’t help it. How could he possibly explain the slow, awful threat of 
starvation to someone completely disinterested and only trying to earn an honest living? How 
could they understand? No one could understand what he’d been through. (Not without 
meeting Crowley.) 


Aziraphale stayed shut up in his emergency Airbnb that night, sitting fully clothed in the 
bath, which was loaded with enough fruit and granola to stock a small regiment. Hungry, but 
afraid to eat, wondering if he shouldn’t go back to the UK after all. Forget that this had ever 
happened, and distance himself from it entirely. With the buzz of incandescent light bulbs, 
the whole experience seemed more like a dream. A dark and terrifying dream. 


He almost didn’t want to go back to Crowley. 
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Nothing felt real, even days later. And, without work to anchor him—without the terrifying 
work of survival—he felt unmoored. There was no schedule. No pattern, no rhythm to life 
anymore. 


And there was no Crowley. 


No Crowley to break his routine. To surprise and delight him. To hold him. It felt like a 
missing limb, not having Crowley at his side. A phantom presence that he could almost fee/ 
in quiet, dark moments. 


Maybe staying by himself had been a mistake. Aziraphale pushed himself up and off the 
couch. He still didn’t feel quite right sleeping on a bed; his back felt like it was constantly 
aching. He’d taken to sleeping on the plush couch in his host’s living area. He couldn’t go on 
like this. He needed to talk to... to somebody... anybody... but who? He didn’t just need to 
get things off his chest; he needed guidance. Someone to tell him what to do, how to proceed. 


There must be something on the internet. Aziraphale grabbed his phone off the coffee table 
and started searching. Forty-five minutes later, he realized he was deep into a new article on 
arctic sea snails. 


While it had improved his mood, it was a fleeting distraction. Aziraphale set his mouth into a 
firm line and backed out of his browser. He went into his email, determined to pull up the 
counselling information that HR had forwarded him. He paused as he looked at the most 
recent email at the top of his inbox. 


It was an email from The Independent. It had links to their opinions, but he also saw Nice and 
Accurate in the preview line. Agnes Nutter was a legitimate pleasure to read. Even in her 
golden years, she remained forward thinking and flexible, and she had a way of helping 
people come out of situations with a successful outcome. And, unlike most of the public, 
Aziraphale had an in. 


Before he lost his nerve, he flicked over to his contacts and called Anathema Device. His 
heart hammered in his throat as he waited for his phone to finish thinking about connecting to 
the signal and actually make the call. Aziraphale rubbed his palm on his slacks as he waited 
out the rings. He was already rehearsing what he wanted to say on Anathema’s voice mail 
when she suddenly picked up. 


“Professor—I mean Doctor Eastwise?” Anathema sounded half asleep. Aziraphale realized 
he had no idea what time it was back home. It was probably some ungodly hour. 


“I’m so sorry, my dear girl, I didn’t mean to wake you—” 


“Nh, no, you’re fine.” Anathema fought through a yawn to complete her sentence. It sounded 
like she was shifting around in her bed. “‘M glad you called. I heard about what happened. 
Was worried “bout you. You never responded to my emails!” 


Aziraphale found himself quite speechless for a moment. 
“Doct’r Eastwise?” Anathema sounded like she was on the verge of falling back asleep. 


“I’m here,” Aziraphale managed to eke out around the lump in his throat and the tears 
burning his eyes. He coughed lightly. “I was wondering if maybe, perhaps... This seems so 
presumptuous. I hate to angle for a favour—and I’m sorry for not responding to your 
correspondence, bit of a backlog, you know—but I don’t know who else to turn to—” 


“You want Agnes.” 


“T’m so sorry,” Aziraphale apologized again. “I probably shouldn't call her at this hour, I 
don’t know—” 


“She lives in America, so ‘s probably fine. Besides, she sleeps, like, four hours a night. Wish 
that were me. Ill text you her number.” The phone in Aziraphale’s hand buzzed. “There you 
go. Tell her I said hi and stuff. Night. Wait! Call me in the morning, or I’Il call you. We can 
video chat so I can take a look at your aura. Bye.” And with that, Anathema hung up. 


Aziraphale stared down at his phone. 
It took him two hours to work up the courage to call. 


He was sitting in the bathtub, fingers tracing over the hoard of fruit. Aziraphale counted the 
rings. If she didn’t pick up by the fifth ring, he would hang up the phone. Three... four... A 
warm, but thready voice answered the phone. “Hello?” 


Aziraphale nearly dropped his phone. “H-hello, Agnes? Mrs. Nutter—I don’t know if you 
remember me. I got your contact from your grand-niece Anathema. I was a professor of hers 
in university, we met after the commencement—” 


“Professor Eastwise?” 


Aziraphale cringed at the instant recognition. “Oh, God, I clearly didn’t think this through. I 
should have insisted on a pseudonym. That’s the usual procedure when you confer advice, is 
it not?” 


“T was wondering when I would be hearing from you, actually.” She sounded so thoughtful, 
so matter-of-fact about it, the phone slipped a little in his palm. 


“I—but, how did you—?” 


“Anathema told me what happened. She called me for some of my sage advice and guidance. 
She was quite worried, the poor thing.” 
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‘I... oh.” Aziraphale slowly turned the statement over in his mind, like water pouring over a 
mill. “Well, I, I appreciate that very much. I’m so sorry to intrude. I have no idea what hour it 
is where you are—” 


“No matter,” Agnes said softly. “It’s only my daily jog you’re putting off. I’m quite spry, you 
know, despite my advanced age. Training for a half-marathon, I am.” There was a smile in 
her voice that set the tiniest part of Aziraphale at ease. 


“T was... I was hoping for, perhaps, some of your... Nice and Accurate advice, if I could be 
so bold. I... I really don’t know who I could talk to about this, it’s—” His throat locked up on 
him. “I’m afraid it will seem rather... shocking. If you’d rather not, I understand.” 


“You've been through a shocking experience, Professor Eastwise. Please, perhaps I can 
help.” 


“T just, you mustn’t divulge what I’m about to say to another living soul. I... I couldn’t live 
with myself otherwise.” It wasn’t an exaggeration. 


Agnes gave a rather reedy chuckle on her end of the phone. “Well, you don’t get as old as I 
do without learning how to keep a few secrets.” She laughed again. “You’d be surprised to 
learn the incriminating bits of evidence I’ve had to edit out of letters over the years.” 


“Just promise me you won’t breathe a word of this to anyone—especially Anathema.” 


“T assure you, Professor Eastwise, that there is nothing in the world she wants to hear about 
less than my work with advice and dispensing wisdom. We stopped having that fight long 
ago.” 

Aziraphale was quiet for a long time, then he started with—“T fell.” And he told Agnes in 
halting, harrowed tones about the dark and the fear and the hunger and the only bright spot 
through all of it had been... 


“Crowley! He gave me a name to call him, isn’t that remarkable!? He’s so intelligent. He dug 
so many tunnels just so he could follow me through the caves. And he even uses the stars for 
timekeeping! He can’t grow much, but he does have some mushrooms and things that grow 
there... oh.” Aziraphale felt deflated, the high of scientific and new knowledge swept out 
from under him. 


““Oh’?” Agnes prompted. 


“Only... I just... I can’t... Ican never tell anyone any of my findings,” Aziraphale said 
miserably. No one would ever know the personality Crowley held. The sheer intelligence. Or 
the rest of his kind. Their complex social structure. Not for years and years, most likely. 


“Yes, I can see how it would feel wrong to make someone you love the object of scientific 
study and scrutiny.” 


Aziraphale felt like a hand was crushing around his windpipe. “H-how...?” 


“My dear, who wouldn’t be enchanted by such a sweet and fascinating creature? He sounds 
very lovely. Quite devoted.” 


“Our relationship turned physical,” Aziraphale said bluntly, albeit a little strained. He stared 
at the blank bathroom wall. He could see his future unravelling before him. He would be 


barred and disavowed by the school and academic community for his perverse crimes against 
nature. There would be wild speculation about his conduct prior to this. There might be a few 
pitying souls out there who chalked the whole thing up to the near-death experience and 
extreme circumstances, but to everyone else he would simply be Professor Fishfucker— 
which was as unfair as it was inaccurate. Merlotl were no more closely related to fish than 
humans were. (One proposed candidate for an evolutionary forbear was a type of flying 
lemur—or possibly a tree shrew. But Professor Flying-Lemur-Descendent-Fucker didn’t roll 
off the tongue as snappily, and he knew how cruel grad students could be.) Aziraphale's 
neighbours would demand he leave, nobody would dare to grant him housing. He’d be a 
complete social outcast, until he caved from the pressure and the guilt and the hate, until he 
couldn’t go on anymore. 


“Professor Eastwise?” 


“Oh, I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have said, I’m so—I deeply apologise. I—To have shared 
something so disturbing, I—” 


“T asked you a question.” 


“You did?” Aziraphale blinked. “I’m so sorry. I... I got caught up in my thoughts. What was 
the—?” 


“What would you do, if there were no fear of censure from society?” 
Azraphale startled away from the phone, taken aback. “I beg your pardon?” 
“What would you do, if there were no fear of judgement?” 


“What a ridiculous question,” Aziraphale laughed nervously. “Don’t you understand? 
Doubtlessly, I gave in to some very ill-advised carnal urges—” A new horror dawned over 
Aziraphale. ““—my God, we didn’t even have protection. I might have gotten him terribly 
ill!” His heart swelled up in his throat. He had the sudden image of Crowley alone in the 
dark, pale and grey and dying, all his pink blushes of colour drained away. 


“Professor Eastwise,” Agnes cut in firmly. 


“T-I’m sorry, it’s just... I’m so afraid I only saw what I wanted to see. That I exaggerated all 
of those traits. I... I took advantage of his instincts. Even if he wanted”—Aziraphale lowered 
his voice, as though whispering would somehow excuse his sins—“sex... he couldn’t have 
wanted me.”’ 


There was a deep sigh on the other end of the line and then silence. As though Agnes were 
thinking. 


“Tell me how it happened.” 
“What!?” Aziraphale nearly choked on his own saliva. 


“Tell me how your physical relations started. In as much or as little detail as you like. You 
cannot shock me, Professor Eastwise.” He wondered if Anathema would hate him if Agnes 


suffered a heart attack and died, despite her reassurances. Yet Agnes sounded so firm and 
assured, Aziraphale swallowed down his protests. 


“T don’t know... It came on a bit gradually, I suppose. At first we would just... touch each 
other. Not in a sexual way, just... touching. He doesn’t see well in the light, and I think he 
was fascinated by our differences. Like my legs and... other mammalian traits.” Aziraphale 
swallowed thickly as he recalled Crowley brushing the backs of his knuckles along his chest 
hair. He pressed on, bewildered by the lack of reaction on the other end of the phone. “I... 
somehow, he wound up in my lap, like a giant cat. Then we would... well, cuddle, I—I 
suppose.” And I felt less lonely and less scared, and I was making it all up in my head, do you 
not understand, you daft old woman!? 


Aziraphale reached out for a tangerine. He was so hungry, and his throat so parched. He 
started peeling away at the rind with his thumb. The words poured out of him, even as he 
doubted their truth. “Then at some point—tt's just, he’s so strong. I got it in my head that if he 
wanted to... to mate me, I’d be powerless to stop it.” He rubbed the heel of one hand over his 
eyes. “And the thought wouldn’t go away. Like a pebble lodged in one’s shoe.” He laughed, 
because Crowley’s joke seemed so much funnier all of a sudden. “Did I tell you about the 
time he did that to me? It’s how I finally deduced that one of his vocalizations was laughter, 
but... where was I?” 


“You were having thoughts about mating with Crowley.” 


“I—well, yes. I just... it didn’t... go away, like I thought it would. I mean, we all have 
disturbing, intrusive thoughts sometimes. I’ve had that perhaps more than some others, but, 
I... I felt... genuine... feelings for him.” Aziraphale couldn’t go on, because at this point he 
was shaking with silent sobs. 


Agnes was incredibly patient. She announced that she was going to go prepare her morning 
grapefruit and then come back to the phone. By the time her aged bones had carried her to the 
kitchen and back, Aziraphale had mostly cried himself out. He was grateful she hadn’t been 
present for a frankly sickening amount of nose blowing. 


“T do apologize,” he breathed out as he heard Agnes settle in and stab her spoon into the flesh 
of her grapefruit. 


“Professor Eastwise, may I ask something?” 
“Of course,” Aziraphale said, his throat still a bit compromised. 


“If you knew for a fact that this creature was a fully intelligent, thinking being with free will, 
same as you or me, would you feel half as terrible as you do right now?” 


“Of course not,” Aziraphale said quickly, trying to extinguish the reflexive, instinctive flare 
of hope. Agnes had never met Crowley. She couldn’t know. 


“Indulge my earlier question then. Suppose that is true, and suppose there were no fear of 
censure. What would you do.” 


“J—” Aziraphale felt his lungs seize up. What would he do? “I don’t know. I suppose I'd... 
try to make sure I come here at least once a year. Perhaps buy some property and live in this 
country part time? It could be nice to winter somewhere warmer... but... I can’t... I couldn’t 
live there in the cave with him. Even if I wanted to, I... I don’t know if I can even go back, 
and I want to see him. I miss him, and I think he felt hurt and betrayed—but that’s probably 
just projection on my part. I am worried I ruined him. He’s a wild creature. No doubt I 
damaged the cave just as much, getting my human oils everywhere. I disrupted his entire, 
delicate ecosystem by merely existing in the same space as him. It’s the human prerogative to 
wittingly and unwittingly destroy the environment!” 


Agnes let out a hacking laugh on the other end of the line. “Oh... do forgive me, Professor 
Eastwise... I just... when she was in her teens... Anathema said the exact same thing! Oh, no 
wonder she likes you.” 


Aziraphale was startled into laughter of his own. “Well... it doesn’t surprise me. She’s quite 
passionate about ecology.” 


“Mmm, not so passionate as you, however.” 
A tangerine seed nearly went down his windpipe. “Mrs— Mrs. Nutter!” 


“What?” She sounded gleeful. He could picture a wicked smile on her face. ““You have to be 
able to joke about this with someone.” 


“T do not!” Aziraphale said, his face burning beet red, utterly mortified. 


“So, if Crowley is as intelligent as you hope and dream, then all would be fine, aside from the 
fact that he lives in a cave in the arse end of nowhere, is that about right?” 


“T... yes, I suppose so.” Aziraphale wondered if he needed sleep. The change in subject was 
dizzying. “I... I could visit, at best, but never live there.” And I don t think he would 
understand. He’s already been rejected by his own kind. “A bit like Castor and Pollux, I’m 
afraid. Two different worlds.” He tried to forget that Crowley had already tried to hang him in 
the sky. 


“Professor Eastwise, how long have you thought of yourself as unlovable?” 


The phone clattered out of Aziraphale’s hand. The backing of his protective case bounced 
loose, but the line was still open, the screen still glowing, ticking up the seconds of how long 
this call was going—good Jord, had it already been more than three hours?! 


“Professor Eastwise,’—Agnes’ voice was smaller from afar—‘pick up the phone.” 


Aziraphale bent down numbly and opened his mouth several times, but no sound came out. 
He listened to Agnes dig into her grapefruit. She was apparently content to let him wrestle 
with the weight of the idea. 


“Most people would request permission before asking such a deeply personal question,” 
Aziraphale finally managed to wheeze out. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he might be 


starting to have a panic attack. 


““S why I didn’t ask permission,” Agnes admitted easily. “The gift Anathema has is a family 
trait—although I suspect you know that. Anathema sees auras, but I hear them, and I can read 
them in words and pictures. It’s what made me so successful as an agony aunt. I have heard 
enough, you don’t need to say anything more. You’ve already answered the question.” 


“What does that—” Aziraphale started weakly, but he shut his jaw tight when Agnes started 
speaking again. 


“Aziraphale Eastwise, you are deeply in love with this creature—what did you say it was 
called again?” 


“A merlotl,” Aziraphale murmured by rote. 


“Right, a merbottle. You’re deeply in love with this Crowley fellow, and it sounds like he is 
absolutely over the moon for you. Or over the tangerine, perhaps. You’re a scientist, aren’t 
you? It’s deeply suspicious to me that you are precluding the possibility of other intelligent 
life here on Earth, especially with all the evidence you’ve presented about him thus far. He 
already sounds like he’s several steps above my second husband on the evolutionary ladder, 
nevermind the brains department.” 


Agnes sniffed decisively, and he heard the sound of metal cutting through fruit flesh on the 
other end of the line again. 


“T think what’s really going on here, Professor Eastwise, is that you have a habit of picking 
out men who are a poor match for you, so that way you can confirm your own bias that you 
are unlovable when they eventually leave you or the relationship otherwise goes sour. 
Crowley confounds that belief for you, because he loves you quite unconditionally, and I 
suspect that is difficult to wrap your mind around. So much so, you are willing to cast 
yourself as a monster, rather than believe that someone on God’s green Earth would ever 
willingly choose you to be their life partner.” 


Aziraphale's knuckles were white as he clutched the phone. He’d never had anyone see 
through him so cleanly, so neatly. It wasn’t exactly a pleasant feeling when he was already 
raw. “Must you be so brutal?” he finally gasped. 


“Now you sound like one of my editors,” she complained like a woman who'd suffered years 
of persecution. ““Nice’ doesn’t always mean ‘kind’, you know.” 


"What should I do?" Aziraphale asked miserably. 


"I think you should go back before you leave. You said you'd been shopping, yes? You know 
better than anyone what it's like to struggle to survive in that cave. I think he would 
appreciate a gift of fruit. And besides, you promised him you'd go back." 


"Mrs. Nutter, I would appreciate it if you stopped displaying the impossible feat of mind 
reading. I'm quite certain I never told you that." 


"Good luck, professor, whatever you decide. You have my word I'll carry this to the grave, 
which should only be another few years or so." 


Aziraphale sputtered, unsure what to say to that. 


"Thank you for the enlightening conversation, professor. Do give me a call again in the 
future. I love a good follow-up to any advice I've given." 


"Of course. Good night, ma'am." 


He stared at his phone for several moments. He wondered if Orpheus’ fate of being torn into 
pieces was kinder than the past ten minutes he’d endured. 


Aziraphale was able to sleep with the lights off that night, once he finally crawled out of the 
tub. 


The next day, he started preparing for his return. He'd have to smuggle the fruit to Crowley in 
a few trips over different days. Aziraphale liked the idea. It made him feel like he was 
preparing for a picnic. Or a series of picnics. 


He rang Gabriel and Michael on their satellite phone a week after his conversation with 
Agnes. 


“T’m coming back. I have a clean bill of health, I’ve—I’ve spoken to someone, and... I’d like 
to try. Facing my fears head on.” Michael was conspicuously silent, but Gabriel, in typical 
fashion, boomed out an immediate response. 


“Excellent! Good on you! Your tips were great, by the way. We’ve already tagged three of 
these critters.” 


“Oh, jolly good,” Aziraphale said quietly, feeling instantly subdued. “Ah, have you... 
determined anything about their social structure? Language capabilities?” 


“Please, Aziraphale. Just because they look half human doesn’t mean they’ re like us!” 


Aziraphale felt his blood run cold. “No. No, of course not. H-how many merlotl have you 
encountered in total?” 


“Hmm, probably about half a dozen.” 


“Wonderful,” Aziraphale said distantly. He wasn’t sure if he was elated or crushed. “Uh, 
anything unusual? I mean, as—as much as we know anything usual about these creatures.” 


“Michael is still trying to insist they have their own bioluminescence, but I have yet to see 
any evidence—” 


“We’ve barely started, Gabriel!” 


“Anyways, the markers you’ve put up have been helpful. Shame they’re so wary... and 
feisty. Would have been great if you could have mapped out more of the part of the cave they 


actually live in.” 


“So sorry to disappoint.” Aziraphale couldn’t keep the bitter edge out of his tone, even as he 
felt like he was sitting outside his own body. 


“Ah,” Gabriel coughed lightly, “I mean, we really appreciate the risk and, uh, initiative you 
showed, Eastwise. We’ve got more of the cave mapped out already.” 


“So, you aren’t.... You haven’t gone to any of the other areas?” 


“Why would we?” He could hear Gabriel’s furrowed brow on the other end of the line. 
“Nothing of interest there. You said so yourself.” 


Aziraphale let out a long, low breath he hoped didn’t transmit over the phone. “You’re quite 
right. My apologies, I suppose I don’t exactly... remember everything I told you all.” 


“Understandable,” Gabriel said. 


“Right... I suppose I'll see you in a few days. I, ah, I heard that it rained, so I imagine the 
roads will be quite difficult to navigate.” Aziraphale loathed the off-roading portion of the 
job. Given the propensity for landslides after rain, it was sadly necessary—and hell on his 
anxiety. But that was nothing when he thought about Crowley, huddled and alone in his cave. 
Shivering in the dark, trying to hide from the noise. 


“Uh-huh,” said Gabriel. “Hey, bring some ginger ale when you come back, yeah?” 


“Of course. Any other requests?” It was another five or ten minutes before he managed to 
wheedle out everything his colleagues wanted and he was finally able to hang up. 
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It took Aziraphale almost a half day of extra driving to get back to their campsite. Sure 
enough, there had been a landslide blocking one of the main roads, so he’d had to get creative 
with his pathfinding. 


Aziraphale wanted to run straight into the caves, but it was already nightfall, and he was 
exhausted. He just hoped Crowley would understand. He said as little as he could get away 
with to Michael and Gabriel, but from listening to the two of them, it didn’t sound like they 
had discovered Crowley. He suffered a bit of ribbing from Gabriel, about the amount of 
supplies he’d brought, but Michael silenced him with a withering glare. 


The next morning, Aziraphale went about his work in a daze. He looked at the infrared feed 
they had of the cave. It looked like several members of the maelstrom were clustered together 
as they rested. Probably curled up together in underwater nests, if Aziraphale had to guess. 
He couldn’t make out their structure clearly in the infrared spectrum. 


He felt dread and a curl of anticipation as he headed back through the opening that had once 
been his salvation. He helped Michael and Gabriel set up more recording gear in silence. It 
was strange to be back here, and yet have adequate brightness. Adequate supplies. It didn’t 


seem so terrifying now. Aziraphale felt oddly silly about the whole thing, and that blossomed 
into shame. 


Aziraphale gathered his courage when Michael and Gabriel started to pack up to break for 
lunch, back outside the cave, back at camp. He shifted his pack, which was filled to the brim 
with a bounty of fruit. “You go ahead, Ill... ’1l meet you back here.” His colleagues paused. 
Michael, in particular, had a rather dire expression on her face. 


“Oh?” 


“Yes, I, I wanted to check on... a few chambers. See if there’s any sign of merlotl activity 
there. While I was lost down here, I thought that there might be, but I wasn’t really in any 
position to confirm...” 


“All right,” Michael said at last. “I could come with you.” She said the words slowly. As 
though she didn’t quite trust Aziraphale. 


“T... that’s quite all right. I thought I would go have my meal in... the old haunt. I know the 
way out now, and I have our short-range communicators. The chamber is open to the air, so 
signal strength shouldn’t be an issue.” 


Michael and Gabriel exchanged a glance. Aziraphale felt his palms sweat against the straps of 
his backpack. 


“It would... I would appreciate some time there alone, if that’s all right. I think... now that 
I’ve had some distance... it would be good to... reflect.” 


Michael seemed to be chewing back a whole host of words, but finally she nodded curtly. 
“All right. But you get out of there or call us if you run into any trouble, understand?” 


“Of course,” Aziraphales said, suddenly feeling a hundred stone lighter. He beamed at the 
two of them, incredibly grateful. More grateful than they could know. “Of course I will.” He 
waved them off cheerily, when they went back towards the entrance. He went down a 
different, familiar fork in the path. Aziraphale didn’t need the markers that were still up 
anymore to make his way back to the star chamber that he had slept in so many nights. (He 
still couldn’t quite settle on what to call it.) He stopped along the way to unearth as many 
tangerines and other fruit as he could manage to carry. He wanted the first thing Crowley to 
see, if he was still here, to be his arms laden with fruit. 


Hopefully it would do for an apology. Aziraphale swallowed thickly, suddenly worried. What 
if Crowley didn’t want to see him again? What if he’d been too hurt? He’d seemed to... think 
they were both exiles. 


The electric lantern bouncing on his hip dimmed in significance as he stepped into the 
chamber. It helped, although it was still the same, murky daylight that he’d experienced all 
those weeks. “Crowley?” Aziraphale ventured timidly. “Crowley, I’ve returned... I’ve 
brought more tangerines, darling. And other things, too. I think you’ll like nectarines. You 
should try one of those first.” Aziraphale heard a distant splash, and he turned on his heel, his 
heart leaping up to his throat. 


“Crowley?” 


“An’gyiel!” Aziraphale’s heart started pounding deep in his stomach. How different that 
word sounded. Almost two syllables instead of three. 


“Crowley!” Aziraphale almost started weeping with relief, but then he frowned. Something 
was wrong. There was a strange... slapping noise, not the sound of water rippling or the drag 
of a serpentine body. He could just make out a shape now coming from the far corner of the 
gloom, tall and menacing. All the fruit spilled out of his arms onto the ground as Crowley 
finally stumbled out of the darkness into view. 


“Crowley!?” Aziraphale covered his mouth immediately, regretting the way he’d shrieked. 
The merlotl staggered backwards on two pale, skinny legs, bracing himself against the wall. 
His black eyes went wide, as though afraid he’d somehow displeased Aziraphale. 


Aziraphale tasted salt at the corners of his mouth. Crowley pushed himself off the wall and 
stood, balanced a bit like a teapot on a stalk of bamboo. 


“Anji-el?” Crowley said the word softer, a bit more hesitant. 


“Crowley,” was all Aziraphale could say. He reached down and fumbled with his electric 
lantern, dimmed the brightness, and set it on the floor next to him. He couldn’t take his eyes 
off Crowley, who somehow seemed more shockingly nude than he ever had before. 
Something about the act of growing legs made his nudity seem a little more. ..transgressive. 
Aziraphale flushed as he noted Crowley still had the same genital slit between his new 
acquisitions. “I... how?” 


But Crowley had finally rocked forward on his unsteady feet and closed the distance between 
them, wrapping his arms around Aziraphale. 


“An’ giel” 


Aziraphale clung to him, and he rubbed his hands over Crowley’s cool skin. “You poor 
thing.” He tried to make sense of it all, utterly bewildered. “What—how did you get legs?” 


Crowley didn’t answer him, of course. He merely nuzzled along his neck and shoulder before 
enthusiastically sealing their lips together. Aziraphale found himself suddenly supporting all 
of Crowley’s weight, putting steadying hands at the other’s hips. 


The idea of metamorphosis had only been discussed before in hypothetical terms. Sable and 
Chalky were right. But... why? He’d always approached merlotl from the perspective of 
having some sort of mammalian ancestry. [fit looks like a mammal, walks like a mammal, 
and kisses like a mammal... 


Aziraphale squeezed his hands on Crowley’s hips and helped steady him back upright when 
they were finally done kissing. 


Crowley swayed in place, his half-smile the broadest Aziraphale had ever seen it. Aziraphale 
reached up and took better stock of the changes in Crowley’s appearance. He traced his hands 


over three darkened lines on either side of his ribcage where his gills had been. Closed over, 
now, something halfway between scar tissue and regular skin where they’d sealed shut. 


“Tt is... a true metamorphosis,” he concluded aloud. Aziraphale wrapped Crowley in his 
arms, brushed his fingers down Crowley’s spine. There was the tiniest hint of tail and fin left 
where the human coccyx would be. Mostly fin. 


He tried to rack his prodigious brains. Axolotl had often been studied in tandem with merlotl. 
Especially in the earlier days, before the mammal-ancestry idea had fully taken hold. Was 
that right after all? Axolotl retained a juvenile form their entire lives unless... Crowley 
nibbled at his neck in an extremely distracting manner. 


Iodine, his brain supplied in the absence of all other thought. The iodine from the salt in my 
food and from the water I treated. It must have stimulated the thyroid enough to force the 
process of metamorphosis. 


Aziraphale reached up and realized that the scaled patterns on Crowley’s head were still 
there, but the external gills had withered and curled against the side of his skull, any external 
scutes vanished. Almost good enough to pass for ears. If someone didn’t look terribly closely, 
or if they were very far away, perhaps. Aziraphale mourned their loss a little, tracing over 
them delicately, but it didn’t seem to cause Crowley any pain. 


Crowley traced his fingers along the back of Aziraphale’s—no longer quite so severely 
webbed, and the nails looking quite like a human’s, if perhaps a little thicker. 


“You can’t live here anymore,” he choked out. “You can’t... You can’t breathe underwater 
anymore, can you?” All this time, I was thinking about me. There and back again, but 
somehow I cursed you to the inverse. Here and stuck forever. “You'll die.” Aziraphale pulled 
Crowley in for a crushing embrace. / can t let that happen. 


“Chh, chh, chhh,” Crowley shushed him, stroking his back as well, hands gliding down to 
Aziraphale’s rear, where he squeezed, affectionately. “Hhhhheeeere,” Crowley crooned the 
word softly, reassuringly. 


“Yes, here, but where will you go?” Aziraphale drew back a bit to study Crowley, trying to 
find any sign of understanding there. “You can’t stay here. I have to get you out of here, 
anywhere...” Except anywhere was surely as bad as nowhere in particular. Merlotl were so 
sensitive normally. He had no idea if metamorphosis had introduced any additional frailties 
or concerns into the mix. “I wish I could take you with me, but the pollution exposure, I don’t 
know if...” 


He could pass for human. The thought came startlingly. Aziraphale stared into those eyes, 
still black from corner to corner. No one would ever know. The eyes could be passed off as 
some sort of eye condition or accident. The ears... well, if Crowley still had his regenerative 
properties, perhaps a very understanding cosmetic surgeon could assist them with that, but 
honestly... “We could go off together,” Aziraphale breathed. “At least—at least to start. We 
can get you out, and then figure out where you need to live.” Then, he shook his head. “My 
god, no... you have to come live with me, don’t you? You can’t stay here anymore.” He 


looked up and searched Crowley’s face. (It was a little disconcerting that Crowley was 
suddenly taller than him.) 


“Yes,” Crowley said, rather clearly, and Aziraphale froze. 
“C-Crowley?” 


Crowley pulled back and opened his mouth. The dentition was still wrong for a human, but 
the tongue was something closer than what it had been. The shape of it was slightly less 
clover-leaf, and it seemed to have a higher degree of range of motion compared to before. 
Aziraphale blushed hotly as he wondered if it was still somewhat sticky. Well. They would 
have a chance to explore those differences later. 


“Tohk...” he gestured vaguely at his mouth. 


“Tt’s easier for you to talk this way?” Aziraphale felt a bit dizzy. Crowley put a finger to his 
temple as well and then signed here. “I don’t... Are you saying it’s easier for you to think? To 
form words?” 


Crowley seemed to hedge and then he finally signed yes, then he laughed and said the word 
aloud, drawing out the ‘s’. “Yessssss.” 


“And you, you understand me?” Aziraphale supposed Crowley must’ve been thinking about 
their conversations in the interim. Or perhaps the process of metamorphosis introduced some 
additional neural plasticity. Or maybe he was just so terribly smart, Aziraphale could never 
hope to keep up. 


“Yess, gibv kiz, kiz,” he leaned down and bossily pressed his lips to Aziraphale’s cheek, to 
the corner of his lips, kissing away his tears. Aziraphale laughed, utterly delighted. He turned 
and pressed his lips against Crowley’s again. Crowley pulled back first, and settled his face 
into the curve of Aziraphale’s neck. “Danj’treen? Mmme?” 


Aziraphale held Crowley’s hand and helped him sit down. He gathered as much of the fallen 
fruit as he could find, and he passed a tangerine to Crowley, who promptly shoved it back in 
his palm. “Yoooooou,” he practically sang. “You, you, yew!” He signed want you and then he 
mimed fingers to describe a roughly spherical object. As though Aziraphale didn’t remember. 
“Chan’dreen!” 


Aziraphale pulled out a blanket from his pack, first, and draped it over Crowley’s bare 
shoulders before he set about peeling a tangerine for his... boyfriend? Aziraphale felt his 
heart race at the thought. He could ask, but... well. Despite Crowley’s claim—and 
Aziraphale was willing to concede that Crowley probably did understand more than 
Aziraphale gave him credit for—he felt rather certain that the gulf of true understanding 
remained a considerable barrier to cross. He chuckled as he fed a tangerine slice directly into 
Crowley’s mouth. 


Crowley studied him up and down, opening his arms several times before he finally managed 
to scoot closer and wrap his arms around Aziraphale’s torso, his legs folding and spilling into 
Aziraphale’s lap from the side. Aziraphale chuckled heartily, “I suppose it’s a little different 


than it was before, isn’t it?” He lifted a tangerine slice up to where Crowley’s head rested on 
his shoulder, and felt his heart utterly melt as Crowley took it with a contented sigh. 


Crowley ate one and a half tangerines, a full navel orange, and half a nectarine, by far the 
most Aziraphale had ever seen him consume in a single setting. He felt a bit guilty. “You 
must have been so hungry while I was gone, weren’t you, love? I’m sorry. I know you 
worked yourself to the bone trying to accommodate me.” He reached over and ghosted a 
touch over Crowley’s belly. The merlotl just huffed a contented sigh, apparently determined 
to dissolve against him entirely so that there was no place they weren’t touching. 


Aziraphale smiled and hooked an arm under Crowley’s knees, bracing his back with his other 
hand, and rearranged his beloved so that he was sitting across Aziraphale’s lap. Crowley let 
out a low, warbling noise of approval that turned into his... well, perhaps he ought to call it a 
purr, but that really wasn’t strictly accurate to how it sounded. It wasn’t a trill, exactly, either. 
Rilling? Aziraphale still wasn’t sure what to call it. All he knew was that it was the noise 
Crowley made when he was incandescently happy. 


“We are definitely going to have to get you some clothes,” Aziraphale chuckled softly. “And 
perhaps some sunglasses, so you can see.” Aziraphale pulled Crowley closer to his chest. “I 
missed you. I missed you so much, and I’m sorry I doubted... someday, I promise I’Il tell you 
all this when you can understand, but I’m sorry I doubted you and your personhood.” 


Croiwley made a questioning noise, and Aziraphale simply reached out and placed one of 
Crowely’s hands over his heart. Crowley gave a sleepy half-smile, and wrapped his limbs 
even tighter around Aziraphale, apparently intent on taking a nap. 


“Crowley!” Aziraphale protested. ““You can’t take a nap on me in the middle of the day!” He 
hastily signed sleep no as soon as the merlotl’s eye cracked open. Crowley seemed 
unimpressed by this declaration, wiggled in closer, and closed his eyes again. 


“Crowley,” Aziraphale pleaded half-heartedly. Crowley gave a little shrug with a great sigh, 
not opening his eyes at all this time. Aziraphale swallowed. J suppose it is a lot of work 
growing new limbs and learning how to ambulate. But he worried about Michael and Gabriel. 
He couldn’t let them find out about this. Not in this way. Not with Crowley. 


He could never let anyone know what Crowley truly was. He wouldn’t let him be reduced to 
a mere specimen, a prisoner to the whims of the scientific community. He could see all the 
justifications that might lead to such a thing, but Aziraphale could never allow it. 


He reached up and gently ruffled Crowley’s hair. “Well, thank goodness I packed my swim 
trunks this time.” Aziraphale was alone with his thoughts, but he thought he could afford to 
let Crowley take a brief nap, at least. He hadn’t really had the opportunity to watch Crowley 
sleep before. His face was slack and beautiful. It was incredibly tempting to kiss him like 
Sleeping Beauty. He settled for a feather light brush of his lips to Crowley’s forehead. 


Aziraphale was about to doze off himself when he suddenly became aware of a patch of 
damp fabric against his stomach. He understood what it was a split second before he looked 
down. Sure enough, when he looked, he could see Crowley’s vent stretched open and leaking 
fluid like an incredibly viscous and slow-moving waterfall. The scent of Crowley’s sex was 


overwhelming. Heat flared in the pit of his stomach, and Aziraphale managed to avoid 
grinding his sudden erection up against Crowley. He breathed out a laugh. “I guess there’s no 
question what sort of dream you’re having.” He swallowed thickly as he saw that familiar 
bulge of skin twitch, until it vanished entirely when Crowley’s two hemipenes everted. He 
felt somewhat justified in his observation if only because he knew Crowley had done the 
reverse several times. Surely a bit of turnabout appreciation was fair play. 


“You are absolutely going to soak this t-shirt. And probably my shorts,” Aziraphale informed 
the sleeping merlotl with a hopelessly fond smile. Crowley let out a series of small noises in 
his sleep, although he could feel Crowley’s chest rumbling beyond what he could hear. 
“Brazen thing,” he teased on no more than a breath of air. “I do hope I’m at least able to 
properly hear your invitation in your dream.” He struggled to keep his grip loose, not wanting 
to accidentally wake Crowley. Although, with the way he was starting to twitch his hips, 
perhaps that issue would soon resolve itself. 


He wondered what it would be like to make love now that Crowley had legs. He remembered 
the power in those squirming hips, but would that strength remain? Or did Crowley need to 
build his muscles back up? He imagined it would still feel good, regardless. Crowley let out a 
soft croak of a noise in the back of his throat, twisting so that he could rub his dripping 
genitals against Aziraphale’s stomach. 


“Crowley?” Aziraphale said his name so softly, leaning to touch their foreheads together. 
“Are you still asleep, love?” 


Something almost like a growl lingered in the back of Crowley’s throat. His hand came up 
and lazily signed sleep. Aziraphale laughed. “Are you sure about that?” One of Crowley’s 
eyes cracked open, and he signed a bit more precisely: sleep yes. Then want, and he wrapped 
his arms around Aziraphale’s neck, pressing their fronts together. He could feel the heat of 
Crowley through his shirt, as more of the fabric stuck to his skin with the steady source of 
lubricant. 


“Yes,” Aziraphale breathed, “I want you too.” He shakily signaled want you, and let Crowley 
thrust against him, before he grabbed the merlotl by his hips. “Now, you really will make a 
ruin of me if you keep this up.” He reached between them and ran a soothing hand over one 
of Crowley’s pricks. Aziraphale used his hands to encourage Crowley to turn around in his 
lap, pulling his back against Aziraphale’s chest. He wound their legs together, which caused 
the most curious, shuddering, chirping sigh to spill from Crowley’s lips. Aziraphale chuckled 
and reached down, drawing his fingers over Crowley’s knees. “It’s all new, isn’t it? I 
suppose,” —Aziraphale swallowed—“I suppose it must feel... quite different to have your 
legs spread apart like this.” 


Crowley squirmed in place, grinding back against Aziraphale’s own erection, and he let out a 
low groan that tapered off into silence. 


“T wish you could tell me... does it feel vulnerable like this? Does that feel good?” Like I can 
see into the heart of you? Aziraphale snuck his hand around Crowley’s waist and grabbed the 
rightmost prick in one hand, marvelling at the sensation of skin gliding against skin. He 
gasped as he felt Crowley brace one of his feet against his ankle for more leverage. ““That’s 
it,’ Aziraphale murmured encouragingly. He used his other hand to hold the tips of Crowley’s 


penes together, working both shafts as best he could with his other hand while Crowley thrust 
against him. "You're doing so well, look at you, you clever thing." 


“A-a-ain'giel, aynj—’ Crowley came suddenly, over his hands, thick ropes of spend jetting 
from both tips of his penes. His cry of angel dropping into a register Aziraphale could no 
longer hear. Aziraphale let out a ragged breath. His lover went utterly boneless in his lap, 
snuggling back against him, looking ready to resume his nap again. 


“Really,” Aziraphale tutted. His own want burned through him, but he didn’t feel like coming 
in his pants—well, he did feel like it, frankly, but he wasn’t sure about potentially being seen 
that way by his colleagues. He pressed an admonishing kiss to Crowley’s cheek bone. “We 
need to come up with a plan,” he said, mostly for his own benefit. He squeezed Crowley 
tightly about the waist, and then managed to pull his pack over without letting Crowley out of 
his arms. He pulled out a small flannel and wiped Crowley clean. His penes were still everted 
and outside, though they were drooping a bit. No doubt they’d be pulled back in soon. 


He pulled out a pair of swim trunks and held them up by the waistband, so that Crowley 
could see them. Crowley pulled curiously at the drawstring, and then stuck his hand up one of 
the empty legs. Aziraphale wondered how getting him to wear clothes would go. 


He waited for Crowley to pack up his genitals first before he tried to convince Crowley he 
should wear the trunks. The merlot] seemed decidedly unimpressed, and he curled his lips in 
something that might have been a threat display. Aziraphale tugged at his own clothes and 
gestured down to his legs. 


“You cannot walk around naked if you have legs! It’s not the done thing around humans!” He 
pinched his brow. They clearly didn’t have a large enough vocabulary to cover this. He was 
reduced to chasing a very unsteady Crowley around the edge of the lake before the merlotl 
finally gave up (after he fell a third time) and let Aziraphale thread his legs through the 
trunks. 


“I’m very sorry.” Aziraphale pulled the trunks up Crowley’s brand new legs. He wondered if 
this might be considered their first fight. “But I imagine you’ll be a little less cold this way at 
least.” He had to pull the drawstring ridiculously tight to stay around Crowley’s considerably 
skinnier waist, but at least it disguised the most obviously not human thing about him. 


“See?” Aziraphale gestured between them. “Now we look the same.” 


Crowley looked at Aziraphale’s shorts, and then to his own trunks. He pulled at the hem, but 
Aziraphale noticed that his half-scowl was gone. Aziraphale looked down at his shirt front, 
and he looked in his pack and pulled out a spare t-shirt. (He was rather overprepared, all 
things considered.) He pulled off the soiled shirt and quickly pulled the clean one down over 
his head. 


“All right. You and I... we’re leaving this place.” Aziraphale reached out and took Crowley 
by the hand. “Do you want to come with me?” Aziraphale paused and asked again in their 
shared signals. “You want... go with me?” 


“Yes,” Crowley answered immediately, a broad half-smile on his face. “Yes, yessss.” He 
clenched Aziraphale’s hand like he never meant to let go. Aziraphale smiled and bent down 
to kiss the back of Crowley’s hand. 


“Right.” 


He packed up the blanket, his hopelessly soiled shirt, and the rest of the fruit that had spilled 
free back into his pack. He grabbed his lantern as well, and kept it at its lowest setting so that 
Crowley wouldn’t be completely blind. When they got closer to the entrance, Aziraphale 
stayed back in one of the branching paths, listening keenly. Crowley titled his head curiously, 
but he remained silent. Aziraphale simply signed wait at him. Faintly, he could hear Michael 
and Gabriel. It sounded like they were already headed back to the area where they first set up 
the cameras, back from lunch. Aziraphale waited a bit longer before he moved towards the 
exit, leading Crowley by the hand, his heart pounding. 


When they had gone a little farther, and could see the entrance, Aziraphale relaxed. They 
wouldn’t be seen. He pulled out his short range communicator and spoke into it, “Michael, 
Gabriel?” He wanted to start running, but he knew Crowley couldn’t manage that just yet. He 
settled for power walking, trying to keep the merlotl steady. 


“Eastwise!” Gabriel’s voice crackled through the handset. “Where are you, good buddy? 
We’ re just headed back to the first observation setup.” 


Aziraphale didn’t know what he said to them. He knew he said something about healing, 
about re-evaluating priorities and strength and moving too fast, and that he was going to have 
to go home after all. 


Whatever he said must’ve been good because he could hear Michael sobbing on the other end 
of the radio. Gabriel sounded choked up too. “Yeah, no, that makes... that makes perfect 
sense, buddy. Dr. Eastwise. You gonna be okay? We can... Drop you at the nearest village, or 


“T have my own Jeep,” Aziraphale said, smiling over at Crowley, who had brought a hand up 
to cover his eyes as they moved out towards the entrance. “I’m going to be—” Aziraphale 
suddenly felt choked up himself. “I’m going to be just fine.” 


Crowley leaned against him the moment they were outside, tipping his face into Aziraphale’s 
shoulder. “I know, I know, it’s bright... I have some sunglasses in the car, come along, dear.” 
Aziraphale hurried Crowley along as fast as he could. He didn’t want to risk Gabriel or 
Michael doubling back for a tender send off. He finally felt able to breathe when Crowley 
had been carefully packed into the car, seat belt buckled, and the engine roared to life. The 
merlot! made a noise of dismay, his flimsy slip-on sunglasses threatening to go askew. 
Aziraphale could tell he was still squinting miserably under them. 


“Better clothes and sunglasses, that’s first on the list for you, my dear." 


Crowley, at least for his part, seemed to enjoy the car ride, once he'd gotten accustomed to the 
noise. Aziraphale fretted and kept plying him with water, concerned that his lover might dry 
out more than he was accustomed to in the sun. 


Crowley ended up napping quite a bit. Aziraphale supposed his metamorphosis was a lot to 
recover from. He drove as carefully as he could over the rough roads. Occasionally, when 
they were within reception range, he’d pick up a radio station full of mostly marimba music. 
There were no announcements or chatter, so he wasn’t sure who owned it or ran it. He 
wondered if it was a university radio station he’d inadvertently keyed into. Mostly, though, 
there was static, and there wouldn’t be anything interesting until they got closer to one of the 
larger villages. Aziraphale usually stopped there before going to the big city. There were a 
few rooms for rent, and they’d built good relations with the landlords over the years. 


Aziraphale stopped at a little convenience store. The only one for miles. He was worried 
about leaving Crowley by himself, but he was sleeping. Aziraphale frowned. He figured he 
would be able to see Crowley from inside, and he could see what he needed on the shelves 
already. He smoothed back the hair on Crowley’s forehead. “I'll be back in a moment, 
darling, wait here.” When he didn’t stir, Aziraphale finally climbed out of the jeep and 
bustled into the store. He picked up a basket and quickly went about shopping. He grabbed 
several towels and a few cheap shirts. (Aziraphale tried not to think too hard about the 
appalling conditions under which they were produced elsewhere in the world.) He also got a 
slimmer pair of shorts and some flip flops. Hopefully that would be enough to tide Crowley 
over until they got to a real mall. 


He also stocked up on sunscreen and a tin of hard candies that were citrus flavoured. The old- 
fashioned, fussy kind that were made from flower shaped moulds that his grandmother used 
to keep in her purse. He paid for everything and slipped the tin into his pocket. He glanced 
out the window, but Crowley was still asleep in the passenger seat. Aziraphale gave a sigh of 
relief, stepping back out into the hot, blinding sun. Crowley barely stirred as he shut the 
driver-side door. It was a short drive to the end of town where he checked in again with his 
regular landlady. She seemed surprised to see Aziraphale with someone she’d never met 
before. Someone clearly unattached to the University. Indeed, possibly unattached to society 
at all. 


“Um,” Aziraphale panicked, stumbling over his understanding of the local Spanish dialect. 
He managed to finally say that Crowley was a tourist who’d gotten lost. Aziraphale was 
helping him. It wasn’t a complete fabrication. Just... perhaps not the full context of the 
situation. 


He paid her a bit extra to take the spare bedroom in the casita out back. It was tiny under the 
best circumstances, and with two of them in the same space, it would be a tight squeeze. 
Aziraphale blushed as he thought he wouldn’t mind. 


Crowley, much to Aziraphale’s relief, was rather quiet when they were out and about. He 
wondered if that was some sort of foraging behaviour he was reverting to. He did, however, 
happily bounce on the corner of the bed as soon as he sat on it. 


“Ooo!” 


Aziraphale laughed and slowly settled in next to him, gently setting a steadying hand on 
Crowley’s bare knee. He wasn’t expecting the sharp intake of breath at such a simple touch, 
and he pulled his hand away. “Does it hurt?” 


Crowley shook his head no, and then signed ‘no’ for good measure. He flicked his gaze up 
and down Aziraphale behind his glasses before he shyly reached over and took Aziraphale’s 
hand, his long fingers shifting around the back of his palm until he was pulling Aziraphale’s 
hand back to his leg. 


“Ghd,” Crowley struggled to say, and then he repeated the sign, one hand still loosely holding 
Aziraphale’s. Good. 


Aziraphale smiled. “It'll be a tight fit, but perhaps we ought to move into the bathroom.” He 
got to his feet and led Crowley by the hands into the bath, which was little more than the size 
of a postage stamp. Aziraphale always had to duck his head from the angled ceiling if he 
wanted to take a shower, but the tub was just big enough for a soak, if one wasn’t picky about 
their knees and chest being exposed to the elements. Crowley seemed distracted for a 
moment, and he spun in place on his heels. He pushed his sunglasses off, before dropping 
them back down over his face to see better. 


“This is where we humans get clean.” Aziraphale leaned over and turned the tap. The pipes 
groaned and it was several seconds before water started funneling down into the tub. 
Aziraphale belatedly leaned down and put the stopper in. “I suppose we’ll need to figure out 
what soaps and fragrances and such are safe for you.” Aziraphale let the bath fill about 
halfway before he encouraged Crowley to strip and settle in. It made him think of a deer 
encountering an ice rink the way Crowley clung to the sides of the tub and sank down, 
keeping his legs ramrod straight the entire time. 


Aziraphale almost laughed. “I suppose you were used to just lifting yourself up in the past, 
weren’t you? They do bend, you know.” Aziraphale reached over and traced his fingertips 
over Crowley’s knees. He let the bathwater run a little more. Crowley didn’t seem to mind 
the warmer temperature Aziraphale had chosen. Aziraphale picked the mildest soap he could 
find and a clean washcloth. He started by scrubbing the back of Crowley’s neck, and the 
merlotl made a surprised noise, but he didn’t protest. 


“Whad tu?” 


“What am I doing?” Crowley nodded. “I’m giving you a bath. I’m cleaning you. Humans 
don’t use our tongues for that... Mostly.” Aziraphale blushed, thinking of their encounters in 
the cave. 


“Chandreen?” 

“You want a tangerine?” 

“Tancheen,” Crowley confirmed. “Tancherrrrrrine.” 

Aziraphale bent down and kissed Crowley’s shoulder. “(One moment.” 


“Givf kess,” Crowley demanded with a half-pout, tilting his head back. “Kisss,” he repeated, 
trying again. Aziraphale felt warmth crackling his heart as he heard faint echoes of his own 
accent there. 


“Pushy thing,” Aziraphale tutted, but he bent down and pecked Crowley on the lips and 
pulled away with a smile. He stepped into the bedroom and pulled out a tangerine. Crowley 
could try the other fruits another time. Aziraphale was already sliding his thumbnail through 
the peel as he headed back into the tiny bathroom. 


Aziraphale settled on his knees and smiled at Crowley, who had his head tipped back. He 
could see the merlotl’s eyes were closed behind his glasses. “Hello, friend.” Aziraphale 
smiled and deftly pulled out a single segment of citrus. Crowley barely turned his head and 
merely opened his mouth, his tongue sneaking out to wave in the air for a moment. “Such 
manners!” Aziraphale rewarded them anyway, and Crowley hummed quietly as he chewed 
the tangerine slice slowly. As if he were experiencing total bliss. No sooner had Aziraphale 
thought that, than Crowley’s loud, throaty croaking rumbled out of his throat, overpowering 
the tiny space. “Is that all it takes to make you happy, hm? A kiss, a bath, and some 
tangerines?” 


Crowley pulled off his sunglasses after the third bite; he turned towards Aziraphale and 
opened his eyes a sliver to look at him. The rilling intensified, and Aziraphale blushed. He 
fed Crowley the rest of the tangerine before he grabbed the washcloth again. Aziraphale 
lightly scrubbed Crowley around his neck, down his shoulders and arms. He kissed 
Crowley’s fingertips, and then each of his knuckles as they were rinsed clean. 


He was gentle with the faint seams of skin where Crowley’s gills had grown over. Aziraphale 
wasn’t sure how sensitive those were, but Crowley continued to rill away happily. He 
wiggled a bit as Aziraphale washed his sides, but he settled down easily enough, his toes 
splashing against the water line in the bath. He stopped, however, when Aziraphale reached 
his hips. 


“We don’t have to do anything,” Aziraphale assured Crowley, though he thought he caught a 
half-smirk on those lips. It was a bit shocking how quickly Crowley’s vent opened when 
Aziraphale slid the washcloth down Crowley’s thigh. The merlotl twisted in place, a familiar 
bulge of skin along his pelvic area. Aziraphale couldn’t help reaching over to smooth his 
palm over it. He slipped the very tip of his thumb inside Crowley’s vent, and he could feel the 
space where the tissues of his lover’s sex joined together. Where they were filled with arousal 
and excitement. 


There was the tiniest splash as Crowley’s penes everted, and he lay back in the bath with a 
soft groan and a shudder. 


“Goodness, are your legs... that sensitive?” Aziraphale swallowed and slowly moved his 
hand away from Crowley’s vent, his thumb still covered in thick lubricant under the water, 
and he lightly ran his hand over Crowley’s thigh. His lover trembled, his hands darting out to 
grip the sides of the tub. 


“...mm.” The tiny noise sounded like it was the result of tremendous effort. Aziraphale 
smiled wistfully. He didn’t mind if Crowley made noises he couldn’t hear, but it was very 
sweet that he tried to make sure Aziraphale could. 


Aziraphale brushed along Crowley’s leg before he moved to rub his thumb in gentle circles 
along his inner thigh. Aziraphale held back a gasp as the merlotl lifted his hips into the air, 


penes twitching. Crowley’s throat was locked in silent moans. 


He wrapped a hand around Crowley’s penes and simply held them together and let his lover 
thrust against him. Aziraphale dragged his fingers up and down Crowley’s thigh and 
squeezed the meat of it. He smiled as Crowley thrust harder against his hand. 


“Oh, darling.” He leaned over and pressed a kiss to Crowley’s temple. “You’re so lovely like 
this.” He tickled his fingertips over Crowley’s skin. “Would you like me to make love to 
these thighs, I wonder?” Aziraphale blushed at the thought. He wished he could fit into the 
tub with Crowley. Aziraphale smiled as Crowley threw his arms around his neck. “I’ve got 
you,” Azriaphale crooned. 


“Gh. God. Shyu,” Crowley stumbled through the words, grinding his hips in chase of further 
friction. 


It was over rather quickly. He helped Crowley get clean again, though he was quite tempted 
to keep going and transition to the bedroom. He liked his host, however, and he didn’t want 
to make her life difficult by utterly drenching the bed sheets. 


“We’re really going to have to look into some sort of tarp or blanket in the future, aren’t we?” 
His heart shivered in his chest, like a skipping stone across a pond, giddy at the thought. 


Aziraphale spent the rest of the evening doting on Crowley, waiting on him hand and foot. He 
chattered the whole time, and it felt like something missing had been returned. 


“T missed you.” He reached out and brushed his fingers along Crowley’s cheek as he lay next 
to the other in bed. “You wonder.” 


Something in his heart clenched fondly as he took in the sight of Crowley swimming in a 
spare set of his pajamas. 


“There’ll be a lot to do tomorrow and the next few days.” He traced a fingertip down the 
bridge of Crowley’s nose, locking his gaze a moment later. “I’1l figure this out, I promise.” 


“Prah-mees,” Crowley echoed back, snuggling up to Aziraphale. 


“Let’s get under the covers.” He shifted around until Crowley got the idea, and then they 
were spooned together. Crowley had both of his legs draped over Aziraphale’s, as though he 
were still trying to wrap his tail around him, hands happily kneading Aziraphale’s belly. 


“You fiend,” Aziraphale breathed out a laugh, tracing the back of Crowley’s knuckles. “Let’s 
sleep.” He lifted his hand and signed for s/eep, trusting Crowley to see it in the dark. 


Crowley’s hands finally stilled and he sighed, hooking his chin over Aziraphale’s shoulder 
for a moment. 


“Yu. Ain’ chiel.” 


“Good night, Crowley.” Aziraphale let his eyes finally close, and he gripped Crowley’s 
hands, drifting off to sleep. 
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Aziraphale was aware of two things upon waking. 


The first, he realized with a sleepy swoop of joy, before he even opened his eyes, was that 
Crowley was still in bed with him. The unexpected gift of it made him tear up, and his vision 
was more blurry than usual as he cracked his eyes open, clinging protectively to the arms 
secured around his waist. 


The second thing was that his partner was naked and fully everted, evinced by the dampness 
at the small of his back. 


“You sneaky eel,” he laughed. To that, Crowley only nuzzled the back of his neck before 
biting down on it firmly. 


Aziraphale sucked in a breath. The light through the window was still the deep blue of the 
pre-dawn world. 


“How long were you waiting for me like this?” He reached down and traced his fingertips 
along Crowley’s right thigh—slung over him, and twining around his own leg like a grasping 
runner from a plant. “How did you get undressed without me noticing?” Crowley squirmed 
as he teased the merlotl’s new, sensitive inner thigh. 


“All right,” Aziraphale whispered, heat igniting at the base of his cock. “Just a little, then.” 


He let Crowley take him, twisting him into the mattress and driving home with one of his 
slick cocks. Crowley held his neck firmly between his teeth, and Aziraphale tried to be quiet 
as his lover took his time. Aziraphale came quickly, but he let Crowley finish. Without 
missing a beat, Crowley changed to his other prick, and Aziraphale slowly grew hard again, 
panting into the sheets. 


This slow, languid lovemaking persisted until the light turned gold, and just when Aziraphale 
thought he might be on the verge of another orgasm, there was the sound of a car door 
slamming somewhere outside, and Crowley withdrew, instantly on alert and pushed up on his 
hands. Aziraphale felt equal measures of frustration and fondness swirling in his chest. 


“Tt’s fine.” He let out a laugh, because what else could he do? Crowley still had him 
bracketed in a protective cage between his arms. Aziraphale noted, with fascination, that 
Crowley had completely put his business away, not even a hint of any arousal. Just a damp 
slit pressed against Aziraphale’s rump. 


“Let’s get cleaned up.” Slowly, Aziraphale got to his feet, blushing at how... messy he’d 
been, despite his good intentions the day prior. He stripped the sheets and dragged Crowley 
to the bathroom. He let Crowley bathe first, and then he freshened the water a little after, 
rather than draining the tub entirely, before taking one of his own. 


In a short while, they were ready to leave and packed. Aziraphale bashfully put the sheets 
directly into the wash. At least the mattress had escaped unscathed. 


He had arranged for another Airbnb stay the night before, and they headed to the next major 
city over. Aziraphale managed to find a new, long-term rental that would be comfortable for 
the both of them. 


Crowley was awake for the drive this time, and he was buzzing in his seat with excitement. 
(Hopefully not too much excitement, for the sake of the upholstery.) Aziraphale slowly 
explained the plan for the day. 


“We’re going to get you some new clothes to wear, hopefully ones that will fit you better. 
Then we’ll get our rental sorted and food, and then... Then I’ ll figure out how to take you 
away from all this.” 


Aziraphale couldn’t use his hands to talk as much as he would’ve liked. He still didn’t 
completely trust the roads after the recent storms. He reached down and flicked on the radio. 
There was an announcer speaking in Spanish far too rapidly for Aziraphale to follow. 
Crowley jumped up a little in his seat. Then he leaned forward, nearly pressing his face 
against the speaker. 


“That’s the radio. They’1l be playing music in a minute. I think you’ll like it.” 


Crowley rolled his head this way and that, thoughtfully. Then he brought a hand up to his 
mouth and barked a series of noises Aziraphale expected meant something along the lines of, 
‘Blah blah blah, this is human speech.’ 


“Yes, it’s very similar to the walkie talkie you saw me use in the cave.” 


Some soulful music started up, a stirring of strings and a flourishing guitar before a woman 
started singing in Spanish. Some kind of ballad. It wouldn’t have sounded out of place at 
Eurovision. (Aziraphale was the reigning department champion when it came to betting on 
the number of ballads that would end up in the final round of competition.) 


Crowley swayed his spine, still hunched over the speaker. 


“T can make it louder if you want,” Aziraphale offered. He’d kept the volume low to avoid 
overwhelming Crowley. “Can you hear it?” 


Crowley turned to look at him. “Gud,” he pronounced. Then he turned his face into the 
speaker and made a noise of... was it alarm? 


“Eh! Eah. ‘Lo? Sssssk. Kssshk.” Crowley’s mouth twisted into a frown, and he yelled into 
the speaker a bit louder, drowning out the singer, briefly. 


Aziraphale finally realized what was going on. “Ah. They can’t hear you, I’m afraid.” He 
wasn’t sure Crowley understood all of what he was saying, but he finally settled back in his 
seat after a few more fruitless tries to talk to the radio. He glared over at Aziraphale, 
annoyed. He tried not to laugh. “I’m sorry! Not all radios go both ways. That one’s... just for 
listening. Music is nice, you’ll see.” 


Aziraphale flipped through a few stations until he finally found a classical station, which they 
listened to for the rest of the drive. He was only mildly worried about how to get Crowley up 
to speed on modern human society, but... Aziraphale found he had a surprising amount of 
faith that they would figure it out. 
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Of course Aziraphale worried. It was the Eastwise way. However, he found that Crowley’s 
unbridled excitement and enthusiasm was breathtaking and lovely to experience secondhand. 
Everything was so novel to him, and the poor thing must’ve been starving for new stimuli for 
ages. 


Crowley seemed to take to clothes more agreeably on second introduction. Aziraphale did 
very little to guide his choices. One of the first things Crowley had seen and gravitated 
towards was a loose, relaxed looking jumper, white on the top half and green on the bottom, 
with large oranges stamped across the middle. There was another jumper beside it, cream 
with bold tangerines outlined in black all over, trying to invoke Matisse. The hemline 
daringly swooped up to expose Crowley’s abdomen. Together they tried things on. It 
surprised Aziraphale when Crowley started showing a preference for tight fitting clothes 
rather quickly. (Though he wasn’t opposed to loose fitting items, clearly.) He wondered if it 
was a means to help moisture retention, or if Crowley merely liked the feel of near- 
compression. 


Something to talk about, when they finally could get to more complex topics. 


Crowley ran up to a mannequin in the third store they visited, enchanted by a long, teal 
sundress, lined by a thick border of embroidered flowers (possibly poppies) across the chest 
and down the front where the panels split in two. He bent down and excitedly picked up the 
hem, running his fingers along the edge of it, swishing out the light fabric. 


Aziraphale’s heart lodged in his throat at the unexpected display. He could picture how 
fetching the other would be. Crowley turned towards him, gesturing excitedly. 


“Whatever you want, dear,” Aziraphale was finally able to say. Aziraphale became aware of 
an older woman looking at them, tiny and wrinkled, in a bohemian, floral dress not that far 
off from what Crowley was looking at. The ancient fear of judgement gripped Aziraphale. 
Relief washed over him when the woman’s face broke into a smile. He smiled back at her, 
nervously. A moment later her smile shifted into something sad and sympathetic as Crowley 
waved the fabric of the skirt around. The whipsting in his chest took him by surprise. 
Aziraphale turned briskly and ushered his... his Crowley to the back in order to try it on. 


Crowley was a vision to behold as he leaned against the doorway of the changing room. The 
top was, admittedly, a little loose in the chest, since it was made with the assumption the 
wearer would have some amount of breasts, but the hang of the dress was straight and loose, 
and made a fine display of his narrow waist and hips as it draped over him. 


It struck Aziraphale that Crowley’s tastes and styles were quite different from his own, 
despite his limited exposure to human fashion. He thrilled at the idea of the future where they 
could argue and tease each other over their tastes and choices in apparel. 


“Do you like it?” He traced the edging along the border. 
“Ghud,” Crowley declared, lifting his chin up proudly. 


Aziraphale smiled, and reached out to brush Crowley’s cheek. He didn’t feel overly dry, so he 
supposed the merlotl must’ve been okay. 


“If you’ve got... latent terrestrial abilities, then there must be some other changes happening 
to you, musn’t there?” Professor Eastwise swallowed, a fit of nervousness overtaking his 
heart. He tried not to think about the last specimen that had died in captivity shortly after 
their discovery. 


The last thing they got were a pair of absurdly fancy sunglasses that Crowley was taken with 
immediately. They were rather fetching, Aziraphale had to admit. And it looked like they 
blocked out much more light with the darker lenses and the stylish blinders on the side. He 
saw a measure of tension go out of Crowley’s body as soon as he put them on, and 
Aziraphale felt a pang of guilt. 


Crowley cocked his head at Aziraphale and just gave him a knowing smile. Aziraphale had to 
blush and turn away. 


They went back to their lodgings after that, stopping for some street food on the way. 
Crowley’s legs were still a bit weak, and he leaned against Aziraphale for support the last 
stretch home as he got tired. 


In their rental, Crowley pulled himself along the floor the rest of the day. Someone else might 
have laughed at Crowley puzzling on the floor between the counters in the kitchen, trying to 
navigate this strange landscape. Aziraphale’s heart twisted in his chest. It was familiar, but 
there was a kind of grief at seeing how irrevocably Crowley had changed. At how unsuited 
his old way of life was here in Aziraphale’s world, dwarfed by furniture designed around 
fully grown, ambulatory adult humans. 


“Oh, my love, are you all right? Are you hurt?” Aziraphale wasn’t sure he communicated the 
idea well, but Crowley looked up at him—at least, his face was turned towards him—and 
pondered the question. 


Crowley made their new sign for /egs, then turned his hands, palms out, fingertips down. 
Legs gone. 


Aziraphale smiled softly, “Yes, I imagine they’re tired.” He slowly lowered himself onto the 
kitchen floor beside Crowley. He had already made too many mistakes before, not 
considering things from Crowley’s perspective in the past. He craned his head up at the 
counter. Aziraphale couldn’t make out anything on its surface. 


Crowley reached out and opened a cabinet, but all it held was a plethora of serving platters 
their Airbnb host had left them. As if they expected their visitors to only partake of 
charcuterie and selfies for the Instragrams. 


Crowley dragged one into his lap and drummed on it experimentally. Then he balanced it on 
his head and angled his torso towards Aziraphale, clicking softly. Aziraphale laughed and 
gently took it away before it could fall. 


“Are you hungry?” Aziraphale sculpted the last word with care with his hands. “Do you need 
food? It’s almost suppertime.” Crowley’s only response was to cuddle up against Aziraphale, 
wiggling in place with a happy sigh. Aziraphale leaned back against the cabinet doors. 


He idly traced his hands along Crowley’s outer thigh, through his spiffy new leggings. A 
quiet purr-like noise rumbled near his chest. He willed his hand to go still before he got 
carried away. 


“I’m so tremendously happy and so terribly sorry that I’ve done this to you,” Aziraphale said 
quietly, a heavy weight settling in along his bones, still unable to see the printed-out emails 
he knew were sitting on top of the counter. Somewhere, there was a fruit basket—woven, 
earth-tone twine, happy and plump with the spoils of his panicked grocery runs. Aziraphale 
pictured reaching up to futility grope the countertop. Cutting a hand open on a forgotten steak 
knife. Bringing a stapler down on his head. Any number of things could go wrong. It was a 
strange feeling in the moment. Worry laced softly underneath a sense of immense peace. A 
finality. 


Crowley made a questioning noise that sounded like it came from the crook of Aziraphale’s 
elbow. Aziraphale didn’t mind the way he tried to wind himself ever tighter and closer. 


“We'll have to do something to help you around the apartment. And language skills. We need 
to be able to talk to each other more.” See if we ‘re compatible, was the next errant, 
outrageous thought. Aziraphale mulled over the best course of action. Or tried to. His 
thoughts seemed like nothing so much as a set of giant gears, turning glacially. Aziraphale 
almost didn’t notice the weight of his lover pulling away. 


Crowley brought him back to the present with a gentle bump of the shoulder. When he saw 
that he had Aziraphale’s attention, he made the spider gesture once more. 


“You want me to sing?” Aziraphale smiled softly, despite the weight that seemed to be 
pressing down on him. Crowley swayed in place, spidering with his hands emphatically. 


Aziraphale reached out and wrapped an arm around Crowley’s waist, pulling him close once 
more. “You are my sunshine...” They could have moved, of course, and gone to the bedroom 
or to the couch, but right now there was nothing more important than crooning softly to 
Crowley on a kitchen floor thousands of miles away from his own home. 


When he sang out the part about Crowley making him happy, he truly meant it. 
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Aziraphale was in the shower later that evening, washing his hair when he heard a shriek that 
could only have been let out by Crowley. 


“An-gi-el! Ain’chel! Ah! JI! EL!” 


Aziraphale turned the water off immediately. He stumbled out of the shower stall and groped 
blindly for his towel, eyes stinging with shampoo. He burst into the bedroom, his heart racing 
a mile a minute, unsure of what emergency had transpired. 


“What happened!?” 


He blinked furiously, dripping water all over the carpet. He quickly scrubbed his face with 
the towel, but Crowley was merely lying on the bed where Aziraphale had left him, asleep, 
before climbing out of bed to see to his nightly ablutions. 


He crossed the remaining distance, reaching out to touch Crowley, checking him for bleeding 
or broken bones, but he didn’t find anything amiss. 


Crowley just tipped his head back, serene and calm once more, looking at Aziraphale 
expectantly. As if he hadn’t just been screaming bloody murder. 


“What,” he said through gritted teeth, “did you want?” He was much colder now that the fear 
and adrenaline were leaving his system. 


See you, Crowley answered simply. 


Aziraphale really tried to keep his temper in check. He tried—he really tried!—to hold onto 
the regret he’d felt the last times he’d blown up at Crowley. His hand was balled up into a 
shaking fist. He pinched the bridge of his nose, as if he could possibly vent the anger out of 
his body physically. He distantly recalled that his partner was, in point of fact, a member of a 
critically endangered species, and thus killing him would probably be worse than actual 
murder. 


“And why did you need to scream for that? I thought you were hurt, Crowley. It’s only us in 
here, you know that. Please be patient and wait for me to finish my shower.” He signed a 
sharp wait at him and marched back to the bathroom. 


As soon as he’d shut the door behind him Crowley wailed again—Aziraphale opened the 
door and it immediately stopped. He pivoted around on his heel, and they just looked at each 
other in silence. Several drips landed on the linoleum floor of the bathroom. 


Slowly, Aziraphale started to close the door again. As soon as it was halfway shut, and he 
was obscured from view, Crowley let out that terrible noise again. He slammed the door back 
open, staring at the sole other occupant of the household. 


Two eyes, black as pitch, merely stared back at him. 


As soon as it was clear there was no explanation coming, Aziraphale threw his hands up in 
the air. A frustrated groan bullied its way out of his mouth as he tried not to think about how 
much he loved the utter lunatic he’d invited into his bed. He was too wet and cold to cope 
with this, and his eyes were starting to burn red from the shampoo still in them. 


“Fine! 111 leave the door open this time, but don’t get used to this. I am entitled to some 
privacy, you know.” 
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Crowley continued to sleep for long periods of time. 


Aziraphale found himself monitoring him with a scientific and clinical eye. Trying to puzzle 
out the best way to help him through this transition. 


Crowley was an utter marvel. The merlotl was learning, in effect, three languages at once: 
their own private language of signs that they were building together, English, and British 
Sign Language. 


He plied Crowley with an old tablet he’d picked up at a secondhand store. When he was 
awake, Aziraphale helped him choose programs to help learn English. Mostly ones intended 
for under-tens, as Aziraphale thought it would be a good introduction to the idea of video, 
English, and human culture all in one. There were also video lessons for BSL that they 
worked on together in the evenings. 


The next words he prioritized creating for themselves were for the concepts of safety and 
danger. It fascinated Aziraphale that his partner was still so invested in creating their own 
private language, even with Crowley’s willingness to absorb whatever information that came 
into his path. Novelty. You were so starved for novelty. The entire time during his ordeal, 
Aziraphale had craved nothing more than his dull, staid life back in Cambridge. What a fool 
he was. While terror was its own kind of monotony, once again Crowley revealed so much of 
his thinking had been flawed. 


I dont want to go back without you. 


A shiver ran up Aziraphale’s spine as he let the admission percolate and float at the forefront 
of his mind without censure or dissembling. 


While Crowley slept, Aziraphale would duck out and do things. Mostly light shopping. Equal 
parts guilt and thrill as he left Crowley behind. Terrified for his safety. 


He came back with a cellular telephone. He sat beside a napping Crowley as he programmed 
in his number. He thought for a moment and took a quick self-portrait and added it to the 
contact information. 


“Whadu?” came a sleepy chirp from the arm of the sofa. 


Aziraphale smiled softly. “I’m getting us a way to talk to each other if we’re not near one 
another.” Crowley made an interested noise. “Usually you’re asleep when I leave, but I don’t 
want to get any noise complaints while I’m gone, so. If you can’t see me, you can touch this 
picture, and you can talk to me. You won’t need to scream.” 


Crowley’s brow furrowed a bit, and he looked up at Aziraphale. Leave-good. Food-gather. 
He shook his head and made a show of waving a lazy hand from where he sprawled. 


Aziraphale pinched his brow and sucked in a breath. “If leave-good, then why do you scream 
unholy murder whenever I close the bathroom door?” 


Crowley frowned. Door bad, he declared authoritatively. The merlotl yawned widely and 
then pushed himself upright. “Whad do?” Crowley asked again, cleanly changing the subject. 


“What did I do today?” Aziraphale wanted to be sure he properly understood the question. 
Crowley nodded sleepily. He was always so interested in whatever Aziraphale was doing. 
Honestly, if his students cared a tenth as much they wouldn’t struggle so in the advanced 
biology seminars. 


Aziraphale told Crowley all about his day. Trying to keep the messages clear and simple. 
Crowley nodded slowly. 


“Sleeeep,” he hushed quietly. / sleep, he affirmed with his hands. He gestured at the tablet. 
“Witch-luk.” 


“Watched some of your videos? Good fellow!” Aziraphale let his hand come to rest on 
Crowley’s thigh. “Would you like to go out, my dear? I can’t keep you cooped up here 
forever.” 


Crowley perked up from where he had been leaning against Aziraphale’s shoulder. He made a 
curious trilling noise. 


Aziraphale got to his feet and offered Crowley both his hands. He pulled his lover up onto 
slightly unsteady feet and then moved to stand side by side and place a hand at the small of 
Crowley’s back. “Come on, there’s a park I found that’s just a short drive from here.” 


Their ambulation around the park was deliberate and slow. It wasn’t very big. A waterway on 
one side, part of a man-made lake. There was a modest carpet of green grass and shrubs that 
separated the water from a narrow one-way road. 


Aziraphale let Crowley lean on him intermittently. He rubbed the merlotl’s shoulder 
sympathetically. “I know it’s difficult, but you’re doing so well—” He sputtered as Crowley 
suddenly lurched out of his grasp and shambled towards the street at top speed. 


“Stop!” Aziraphale shrieked, following a heartbeat after. 


Crowley ignored his warning and stooped low as his feet disappeared below the kerb. He 
jackknifed back up a moment later, wobbling and rebounding like a high-vaulter’s pole, 
holding a turtle in his hands. He was holding it expertly, along the sides, and keeping his 
arms well out of danger for biting. 


“Danger!” Aziraphale signed frantically as he ran towards Crowley. As soon as he reached 
him, Aziraphale pulled Crowley back onto the pavement. 


Crowley wrinkled his face at Aziraphale and made several rude-sounding noises. He was still 
clutching the turtle which, for its part, looked like it was trying out for the role of a very 
confused helicopter. 


Crowley shouldered Aziraphale towards the water, stopping twice, until he finally set the 
turtle down in the grass whereupon it immediately started to scuttle away. 


Aziraphale felt a momentary melting of his heart that overrode his anger and fear. He 
banished the soft, squishy expression from his face and scowled again. His heart was still 
racing, even as he tried to box it back into his chest. 


“Crowley, that was dangerous!” 
“Ess,” Crowley hissed, narrowing his eyes briefly. Dangerous. He pointed toward the street. 
“You know—you knew it was dangerous! ?” 


Dangerous! Crowley signed emphatically then pointed in the direction the turtle scuttled off 
to. 


Aziraphale tried to be strong against the sudden erosion of the walls around his heart. “Yes, 
but you don’t need to put yourself at risk... please.” He added the last part quietly, and 
Crowley relaxed out of his adversarial stance. 


“Please,” Aziraphale said again, and Crowley all but sank into his arms as Aziraphale 
wrapped the skinny, bony merlotl into a tight embrace. 


Crowley trilled at him comfortingly. “An-chel.” 


“You can’t win every argument like that, you know. I won’t have it.” His tone must have 
conveyed his message well enough because Crowley started to click softly. 


“Just be careful, I’m begging you.” 
Crowley gently rested their foreheads together. 


He made a deep, gentle crooning sort of noise in his throat as he stared Aziraphale in the 
eyes, unblinking. (Aziraphale knew this on a deep, instinctual level, despite not being able to 
see Crowley’s eyes at the moment.) 


He finally allowed himself to be mollified and relaxed into his lover’s embrace. “It was very 
brave and sweet of you to save that poor turtle.” He was also a little surprised by the altruism. 
Aziraphale would have assumed that the turtle would make an excellent snack for Crowley. 


The dear thing pulled away to sniff at his hair, and then tug him towards a bench. “Of 
course,” Aziraphale said, worried about the strength of Crowley’s new leg muscles. “I 
suppose it’s my turn now to be patient and mindful of the fact that you don’t understand this 
environment completely.” He reached out to adjust Crowley’s bangs, for no other reason than 
that he could. 


Crowley gave him a secretive half-smile, and then he reached out to run his first two fingers 
against Aziraphale’s palm. A pair of long, spindly legs clad in black denim threw themselves 
across Aziraphale’s lap, and Crowley pulled his hand down to rest on his thigh. Aziraphale 
flushed. 


“We can’t—not here!” Yet, even as he protested, he ran his thumb luridly along Crowley’s 
inseam. He hastily signed can t, and then tried the hand symbol he’d been using for his 


sleeping chamber underground. “Home, we can get up to some mischief at home... I 
promise.” 


He affirmed his promise with a firm squeeze and a sensuous stroke up along Crowley’s thigh. 
The merlot] shuddered, and any sounds he made dropped out of Aziraphale’s range of 
hearing. He’d never had a partner so exciting before. Never felt so daring with a partner 
before. 


“You're insatiable,” he said with a laugh, pressing their foreheads together again. He 
imparted one last draw of his fingertips along Crowley’s inseam. He let his touch lighten and 
helped Crowley’s legs out of his lap and back onto his feet. 


The tables were soon turned as Crowley darted behind Aziraphale and bit the back of his 
neck fiercely, arms squeezing him around the middle. Aziraphale whimpered as soon as he 
got his breath back. Crowley continued to devilishly squeeze the nape of his neck between 
his teeth until Aziraphale was fully hard in his shorts, right there in full daylight! 


Aziraphale sweated heavily under the sun and his own predicament. “Crowley,” stuttered out 
of his throat. He swallowed and gripped Crowley’s wrist as he spied a family coming down 
the greenway. “Let’s go,” he urged. 


Crowley relented, and Aziraphale could still feel the sharp indentations on his neck where 
Crowley’s teeth had been. He took his best friend, his lover, by the hand and dragged him 
back the way they came, towards the car park. 


In the Jeep, Aziraphale placed his hand on Crowley’s thigh. Not even caressing, just holding 
it there, struggling to concentrate on the road. Crowley didn’t look smug, for once. He 
seemed desperate, forcing out little sounds in his throat for Aziraphale to hear. 


“You are absolutely a menace. My sneaky eel.” Fondness crept in to colour his words. “We 
need to educate you on... human decorum.” Aziraphale caught a high rise of pink in his own 
cheeks in the mirror. “We need to be... careful. Exciting as that was.” He couldn’t resist 
giving the thigh under his palm a squeeze. Crowley let out a sound close to genuine distress, 
and Aziraphale cooed out a soothing, wordless apology. 


“__chel,” Crowley rasped softly. 


“Soon,” Aziraphale promised, pulling into a haphazard parking job behind their rental. 
“Soon, but not in public, all nght?” 


He whisked Crowley up the stairs before waiting for any type of promise or agreement. They 
didn’t even make it all the way to the bedroom before Aziraphale was kneeling between 
Crowley’s thighs and pulling down his jeans. “I’m going to make love to these,” he promised, 
laying a kiss to the sensitive skin bearing the imprint of his inseam. Crowley growled deeply 
and pulled Aziraphale up by his shoulders, and they stumbled onto the couch together, where 
they stayed for a long, long while. 
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It was embarrassing that it took Aziraphale several days to realize he could get Crowley a 
mobility aid. He regretted the move almost immediately. 


Crowley seemed to delight in waving it around, and using it to prod things when they were 
out and about and in their rental. Aziraphale had frantically put away some of the more 
fragile and breakable items. (His favourite thing to prod was Aziraphale’s rump.) The other 
thing was that Crowley was constantly forgetting it or losing it, and Aziraphale ended up with 
Crowley on his arm anyway during most of their little walks. Several short ones a day, as 
well as some longer excursions here and there. 


Aziraphale almost forgot about the ever-present threat of pollution while trying to manage 
Crowley’s basic necessities as well as his own. 


At the end of a long Thursday out and about, that had involved several bus rides, Crowley 
looked wan and tired. Aziraphale hovered over him, but Crowley didn’t indicate any distress 
as they walked towards their Airbnb from the bus stop. (Once again, his lover had mislaid his 
cane, and Aziraphale kicked himself on giving up the search so easily.) 


“Are you alright, my dear?” His heart hammered in his throat. 


A quiet grunt rattled around in Crowley’s throat. Aziraphale stood in place and supported 
most of Crowley’s weight. Had this all been a mistake? The sickly, familiar sound of a 
rasping breath rang thunderously in Aziraphale’s ears. “Crowley?” 


“Nnnh. Noh. Ghd,” his partner managed to bite out. Water. Bath. He signed deliberately. 


He almost scooped the other up into his arms. As it was, his limbs were shaking with terror. 
How had he missed the fact that Crowley’s skin had taken on such an ashen undertone? 
Aziraphale secured Crowley’s waist, taking on most of his weight, and rushed them to their 
Airbnb and up the stairs as soon as it was in view. 


In minutes, he’d already stripped Crowley down while the bathtub was filling. Aziraphale 
helplessly ran his fingers along Crowley’s skin, checking for signs of injury or illness he 
might recognize. The merlotl tried to brush him aside, but Aziraphale placed his hands firmly 
on Crowley’s shoulders. “No. Something is wrong. You need to tell me. I-I don’t know how I 
should help you—” 


Crowley merely pointed at the bathtub in the process of filling up. Aziraphale bit his lip and 
helped Crowley lower down into the tub. 


“Ts there anything I can do?” The words hung quietly in the bathroom as Crowley soaked. He 
looked much healthier, pinker, but that could’ve been a misleading sign of the heat— 


Water help, is all Crowley signed, his limbs much looser. 


Aziraphale immediately started looking up air purifiers on his phone, desperate to see if there 
were any he could purchase in a twenty mile radius that night. 


Yet, fifteen minutes later, as the water drained out of the tub, Crowley looked much restored. 
He stood under a chill shower for another five minutes, and he looked every bit his usual self. 
Aziraphale nearly wept. 


“Maybe you should do that at the beginning and end of each day,” he suggested timidly. 
Crowley hummed a noise like agreement, and reached over to brush his hands along 
Aziraphale’s cheek. “And... I will look up air pollution forecasts. Maybe you should wear a 
mask on bad days.” He also resolved to enroll Crowley in a private physical rehab clinic 
tomorrow morning. 


He held Crowley tight that night as they lay curled up in bed, trying to tell himself that this 
was all still a good idea. 
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Crowley seemed determined that Aziraphale should never be in any doubt as to his devotion. 
Especially when Aziraphale announced his intention to go out anywhere. 


Aziraphale thought he might have found a law firm that could help them out. And Crowley, 
sweet thing he was, demanded that he should be allowed to lavish time and attention on his 
angel. 


If this was the price to go anywhere, then Aziraphale thought he might be able to get used to 
it. 


Aziraphale also decided that they would finally have to invest in some type of tarp or blanket 
if their sex life was to continue when they got to the UK. Surely there were special products 
out there that could oblige them? 


Aziraphale was lying face down on the bed, three towels beneath him and a shower curtain 
layered underneath. Crowley had rather insisted on spoiling him, and he was kneeling by the 
foot of the bed. Out of nowhere a kiss was pressed against his toes. Warm and nigh-on 
excruciating. Aziraphale shrieked as Crowley planted another kiss directly to the sole of his 
freshly cleaned feet. He just managed to avoid kicking his lover in the face. Just. "That 
tickles!" he protested, shuffling his feet protectively. 


Crowley uttered a low rumble that wasn't genuinely irritated. The merlotl placed a less 
ticklish kiss underneath the sharp jut of his ankle bone, and then he started placing tiny, 
scorching little pecks up the back of Aziraphale's leg. As if Crowley were kissing along the 
seam of some lurid, invisible stockings. He squirmed a little as Crowley lingered at the back 
of his knee, though not as severely as with his feet. "That tickles too!" he breathed on a 


giggle. 


Crowley flicked out his tongue, still just a little sticky, before kissing his way up the back of 
Aziraphale's thigh. No one had ever been this through with him. Crowley had taken to 
treating their encounters with almost a scientific level of concentration. Paying attention to 
different body parts, trying to see what Aziraphale responded to most favourably. Aziraphale 
had never considered his feet or his legs before. He did like the attention to his thighs. There 
was a cheeky nip at his backside before Crowley started on the other side, this time moving 


down his leg, humming thoughtfully. A small vocalization like he couldn't understand 
something. 


Aziraphale, was no fool, however, and he took careful notes. He would return the favour 
later, when Crowley let him. For now, he let his lover spoil him. 


It was a near thing, but Aziraphale managed to make his appointment on time, his stomach 
fluttering. He had the vague shape of an idea of how to get Crowley home with him, and he 
prayed that it could be done before his own visa expired. He couldn’t leave Crowley behind 
again. He couldn’t. 


He wouldn’t. 
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Aziraphale grabbed the glass of red wine and brought it to the table on his side of the sofa. 


Crowley leaned over to sniff at it curiously. Aziraphale felt his heart race, and he put his hand 
over top of the glass. 


Crowley frowned up at him. No share? 
Aziraphale hesitated. Dangerous, he signed back. 


Crowley made a whoop of alarm and threw himself back. Then he recovered and threw his 
arm across Aziraphale’s elbow. Crowley gestured at him wildly before signing gentle. 
Aziraphale took it to mean that he was being described as ‘soft’ or ‘vulnerable’, perhaps. 
Crowley gently folded Aziraphale’s arm back against his chest. Trying to insert himself 
between Aziraphale and the side table. 


Aziraphale flushed hotly. “I’m...” He thought for a moment. “I’m familiar with how it affects 
me.” Inside strong. “A little is alright.” Small-safe, he added hastily with his hands. 


Crowley eyed him suspiciously, then he turned his attention to the glass again. Me-small? he 
signed with his hands. Can I have a little bit? 


Aziraphale chewed at the inside of his lip. “I don’t know how it will affect you...” He 
swallowed. “I’m worried.” 


“Wur-reed,” Crowley sighed back. It felt like a rebuke. 
“T know it’s not fair!” Aziraphale protested. “And I’m sorry!” 
“Trrrry,’ Crowley insisted. 


Aziraphale sighed. “A tiny sip...” He got up again to go get a spoon. He took the alcohol 
with him, not quite trusting Crowley. 
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“T hope you understand, it’s only because I don’t know what it will do to your physiology.’ 
He measured out a little more than a teaspoon and a half. He spooned it into a tiny sipping 
cup meant to measure out cough syrup. He came back to the couch and handed it over. 


Crowley sniffed it again curiously. He tipped back the miniscule amount in one go. He 
smacked his lips after, apparently rolling his tongue around in his mouth. He seemed neither 
enthralled nor completely disgusted by the experience. 


“The tannins do have a way of sticking to the mouth. Perhaps we should have tried a white 
wine first.” 


Crowley sniffed and curled up against Aziraphale. Tell me small people lie, he signed 
precisely. Aziraphale understood what he meant. He was getting a little better at interpreting 
Crowley’s phrases, but he still needed to translate them. He reached out with his fingertips to 
the much-loved, heavily battered paperback copy of The Hobbit. Crowley tucked himself up 
against Aziraphale. 


They had started it a few days ago. Aziraphale was certain that Crowley could hardly grasp 
most of it, but he seemed to enjoy Aziraphale reading to him like this. 


Crowley seemed to use the words for ‘lie’ and ‘story’ interchangeably in a way that 
fascinated Aziraphale. 


Aziraphale couldn’t suppress his smile as Crowley started to rill quietly. The sensation of it 
vibrated through his chest. 


“You remember where we left off?” 
“Dark,” Crowley rasped softly. He pawed and squeezed Aziraphale’s sides, burrowing in. 


“Yes, of course, Riddles in the Dark.” Aziraphale swallowed. He hadn’t quite expected the 
familiar, well-worn tale to hit so keenly, when he knew every beat by heart. 


He kept his voice steady as he described Bilbo’s terror and confusion. The way he groped 
about in the dark. Thmp thmp thmp went his heart pounding against his ribs. Crowley stopped 
his rilling, his arms a steady, protective squeeze around Aziraphale’s waist. 


“Tm all right,” Aziraphale assured him in a whisper. He cleared his throat and tried to ignore 
how much he had in common with the little hobbit. 


Crowley was very intrigued by the appearance of an underground lake and a frog-like 
creature. He sat up, alert. 


Frog? he signed enthusiastically. 


“Yes.” Aziraphale smiled. “Actually, that reminds me, I have something to show you.” He 
saved his place by slipping a finger between the pages. Aziraphale got up and went to the 
fridge, deliberately blocking it with his body as he reached inside. Aziraphale carefully 
cradled his bundle to his chest, ignoring Crowley’s interrogative noise. 


Only when he was standing in front of Crowley did he reveal the book’s pages with a 
flourish. “Behold! A Frog!” 


Crowley stared at the lines of text and the open book. Then he turned his face up to 
Aziraphale and the patterned skin at his temples flexed and wrinkled as he started to click 
uncontrollably. He collapsed onto the couch, clicking into the seat cushions. 


“Kh kh kh kh!” 


Aziraphale flushed a little and allowed himself to glow with pleasure. He’d never been 
particularly funny before. He laughed as Crowley let out a noise like a honk before dissolving 
into his clicky little laugh again. 


Crowley slithered aside, shoulders still shaking as Aziraphale moved to sit down. Good lie, 
he signed, his clicks starting to trail off. Perhaps it was Aziraphale’s imagination, but 
Crowley seemed immensely pleased and proud. He flashed his teeth very quickly as he 
caught Aziraphale staring. 


His companion piled across his lap and wrapped his arms around Aziraphale’s shoulders. 
Aziraphale found his place again. “There is a picture on the next page I think, if I recall 
correctly.” 


There was. They admired it for a moment. Gollum was, admittedly, more of a slimy weirdo 
than a frog in the picture. Aziraphale pressed on after his lover was done admiring the 
picture. Crowley seemed intrigued by the idea of riddles. Or, at least, he was very interested 
in parsing what was going on. 


“Egg...” He mimed a cube shape, then pointed at the open biscuit box on the side table and 
signed no. He seemed incensed by this illogic. 


“T know an egg isn’t a box.” 
Crowley rumbled in his throat. Then he paused for a few moments. 


Aziraphale watched him patiently; then Crowley’s posture changed minutely as a thought 
occurred to him. (Once again, Aziraphale pictured him flicking his fronds.) He clicked 
quietly to himself. 


Lie-game, he declared with his hands. 


“T, yes, something like that,” Aziraphale said, so proud and amazed by what Crowley could 
grasp, even with his imperfect understanding of everything Aziraphale had taken as given his 
whole life. It encouraged Aziraphale. Smugly, cat-like, Crowley settled back in to listen 
attentively. It was a bit slower to read this way, occasionally setting the book down to use his 
hands, but it was so gratifying to share this with Crowley. This had been everything he’d 
wanted. Even before the cave. Someone to snuggle with and read to and joke at. 


Crowley gestured between the book and the two of them. With some difficulty he gestured, 
you, me, lie. Game. “Sssayme,” he hissed out on a sigh. 


Aziraphale’s lips quirked up. “I suppose it is very similar. If Smeagol were a bit nicer and 
more attractive, perhaps.” Though he was fully aware there were plenty of individuals out 


there who saw eroticism between Gollum and any number of Hobbits. 


Crowley tilted his head, considering. Then he signed me-no-eat. Rather: I didn t/wouldn t eat 
you, Aziraphale guessed. 


“T should hope you wouldn’t eat me. How would we cuddle at night?” 


Crowley flashed another grin, and this time, when he settled in to cuddle, he stayed very still 
and quiet. 


After several more pages of rings and riddles, Aziraphale was desperately hoping that they 
would soon move out of the deep dark caves into sunlight again. If he skipped a few 
sentences here and there, or streamlined the prose, well, that was his business. 


“«’..Gollum had not actually threatened to kill him.’”—Debatable, that, but I take your point, 
sir— “And he was miserable, alone, lost. A sudden understanding, a pity mixed with horror, 
welled up in Bilbo’s heart: a glimpse of endless unmarked days without light or hope of 
betterment, hard stone, cold fish, sneaking and whispering.’” Aziraphale’s throat closed on 
him, and he blinked back fierce tears. He set the book aside and drew Crowley close with 
both his arms. 


“An-ch’el?” Crowley chirped the endearment softly, returning his embrace. 


He just shook his head in response. He’d never truly understood. Never sympathized. He’d 
only ever seen the villain in Gollum, the nasty, bitter thing he was on the page. 


“You marked the days though,” Aziraphale tried to assure himself. Crowley shifted in his 
grasp, and Aziraphale felt questing fingers searching for his palm. He let Crowley draw 
soothing circles there for several minutes. 


When he’d regained his composure, Aziraphale drew the box of biscuits closer and gave one 
a nibble. He shared a few with Crowley in silence, the other watching him very closely. 
Aziraphale gave him a weak smile. 


“Tl be all right.” 


Crowley tapped his chin thoughtfully. He gestured at the book and signed one-not-good. 
Aziraphale furrowed his brow. He wasn’t sure what it meant. 


“It’s a very good story,” he assured Crowley, signing back /ie-good. “It’s fun,” he insisted, 
dabbing at his eyes with the heel of his palm. 


The slight twist to Crowley’s lips told him that he’d guessed the wrong meaning. He touched 
Aziraphale’s chest gently and signed one-no/not good-no/not. His hand lingered at the hollow 
of his throat as he looked at Aziraphale. 


“I’m sorry, love, I think I’m too tired to work this one out.” He reached over and brushed 
Crowley’s cheek before bolstering his meaning with his hands. “Let’s go to bed.” 


Hand in hand, they untangled and got to their feet. Aziraphale brushed his teeth first while 
Crowley stood underneath a cold, clear shower. He spat out his toothpaste. “I do worry ever 
so much about you, you know.” Aziraphale twisted his hands. They were still going slow, 
trying to decipher what was safe and what wasn’t. Dental health was important too, but he 
was nervous to have Crowley try toothpaste. At least until they could properly communicate 
that he wasn’t meant to eat it. 


They turned down the covers and climbed into bed. Crowley spooned Aziraphale up. Curled 
around his back, protecting his vulnerable mate, no doubt. 


“Good night, my love, my dear, sneaky eel.” 


“Gud nht, anchel,” Crowley said into his shoulder, and Aziraphale smiled. 
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Aziraphale dragged himself up the stairs to their rental. His feet hurt; he had been schlepping 
himself from office to office all day, trying to make inroads on fabricating an identity for 
Crowley. He had talked to yet another solicitor who seemed extremely suspicious of his 
motives. He would be hard pressed to say if this had gone worse than when Crowley had 
actually been with him. 


The first visit to a solicitor with Crowley had taught Aziraphale they would need to go 
carefully. He was well-aware what their situation seemed to be. Aziraphale looked like... 
himself, and Crowley was so attractive, but so vulnerable. Clearly naive to the world, barely 
able to fake his way through human conversation with anyone not Aziraphale. It wasn’t fair! 
They just didn’t know how intelligent Crowley was. And even if Crowley weren’t, 
Aziraphale would still love him. 


Harrowing as it was to involve someone else, he didn’t really have another choice. 
Aziraphale needed an in to the bureaucratic system here, and he didn’t have the expertise to 
navigate Crowley’s stateless status. He knew how to abuse and exploit these very systems, 
and he also knew there was always someone, somewhere, who was willing to take some extra 
cash to grease those wheels of bureaucracy, and he suddenly had a great deal of money at his 
disposal to apply that sort of pressure. (Although there were plenty of perfectly legal, if no 
less nefarious ways to apply monetary pressures to such systems as well.) 


Failing that, Aziraphale was quite excellent at making himself a determined, polite nuisance, 
and beleaguered front-office workers were just as eager to get rid of those. He just needed to 
reach the right people, that was all. It was going to be a lengthy process, but Aziraphale felt 
this is what his whole life in academia had been training him for. 


This next solicitor seemed on the verge of contacting the authorities, so Aziraphale had 
thanked them and gone on his way. He’d spent several more hours queuing in various 
government buildings to collect empty forms, just to feel some vague sense of 
accomplishment for the day. 


He was looking forward to sitting down and having a nice cup of tea on the couch with 
Crowley curled up by his side. A nice, quiet evening with a book, and some kissing for afters. 


Aziraphale was not prepared for the sight that greeted him as he opened the door. 
“What happened in here? Crowley? Crowley!?” 


He stepped inside and drew the door shut behind him. The living space was a complete mess. 
The stools from the kitchen had been dragged in to stand in a somber line, blocking the door. 
The couch was askew and the cushions on the floor or propped up against the sofa itself. 
Three throw pillows had been inexplicably arranged in a line underneath the coffee table. The 
entertainment cabinet was ajar. 


There was no response yet, so Aziraphale set his things down on the kitchen counter and 
made his way back towards the bedroom. “Crowley?” he tried again. “Are you hurt? What 
happened? Oh dear.” 


The bedroom was in a similar state. One of the side chairs had been completely tipped over 
underneath the window. One of the lamps from the bedside tales was laid carefully and 
strangely on top of a pillow. The closet and bathroom doors were widely ajar. The bed had 
suffered the most. The bedframe had been moved, or attempted to be moved, and was now 
crooked. Aziraphale could see the impression of where it had stood in the carpet. And the 
mattress had been shoved off the frame and was now sagging over the side, sheets half-off 
and tangled. 


There was a noise from within the closet. 


“Crowley?” Aziraphale stuck his head around the corner to see Crowley curled up around a 
pile of laundry, looking his particular brand of sleepy, satisfied, and shy. He tipped his head at 
Aziraphale questioningly, pushing himself up on his hands. 


Aziraphale dragged his hands down his face. “Oh... God. Crowley... why?” He gestured to 
the bed. 


Crowley gestured between the two of them, and then formed the symbol they had agreed 
upon to mean nest. 


Aziraphale knelt down. “Why?” 


Crowley reached out and put his hand flat against Aziraphale’s chest. Then he simply signed, 
T help. Nest good. 


“Crowley, you can’t... this... this isn’t our nest.” He did his best to convey the message with 
his hands. 


Crowley looked at him like he was stupid. 


Here. We eat. Sleep. He made a crude gesture that described their amorous activities. 
Aziraphale was not certain, on the scale of fucking to making love, what exact shade of 
meaning the gesture held, nor was he prepared to tease out that nuance at the moment. 


Aziraphale’s cheeks burned like a brick oven. “I... be that as it may, this is not my nest. I 
don’t live here. I’m going to take you to my... our home. Oh...” He took Crowley by the 


hands. Together, they navigated to the living room. They ended up replacing the cushions, 
and Aziraphale sat Crowley down on the couch. He turned to the entertainment cabinet and 
nearly slammed his hip into the open door. “Mm! Now, I know I saw this here... aha!” He 
pulled out an atlas from the shelves. 


Aziraphale dragged the coffee table back closer to the couch. He smoothed open the atlas to 
show the country map. “All right. This nest we’re currently in, we’re here.” He pointed to the 
outer fringes of the inset of the map. Then he pointed to the large star on the greater map. He 
shot a quick glance at Crowley. The merlotl was very still, but he didn’t show any signs of 
confusion thus far. 


Aziraphale flipped a few pages and then smoothed the map flat. Then he made the symbol for 
nest again and then placed his finger on a pale green swatch near the equator. “We are here.” 


Crowley’s eyes alternately widened and narrowed. His throat flexed softly with a single, low 
noise. 


“My nest,’—Aziraphale gestured with his hands—“is here.” He set his finger on England. 
Crowley looked up at him, mouth going slack, his black eyes expanding to the widest 
Aziraphale had ever seen them. 


“T’m trying... to get us there. That’s what I’m working on.” We go there. “It will take some 
time. We’ll stay here, until we can go. Do you understand?” 


Crowley dragged a slow line underneath one eye. Aziraphale leaned over and pressed a kiss 
to Crowley’s forehead. “Thank you, for trying to make this space more comfortable for me. 
For us.” 
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““Nh-gel?” The query came from the floor in front of the sofa. Aziraphale looked down. 
Crowley’s head was just next to Aziraphale’s knees, his back leaned against the couch, legs 
stretched out underneath the coffee table. What's this? he asked, passing the tablet up to 
Aziraphale. 


Aziraphale blinked slowly. It was a lesson on emotions. A montage of happy children, adults 
laughing, and a cartoonish smile played with the word “Happy” emblazoned across the 
bottom of the screen. A controlled, upbeat voice interjected the word aloud. He hadn’t really 
been guiding Crowley’s lessons in any way. The montage gave away to a similar one for 
sadness. 


“Ah. These are... feelings.” He floundered for a moment. How on earth was he going to 
explain this? “Happiness is good. You feel good when you’re happy.” Crowley had adopted 
some of Aziraphale’s facial expressions, to be sure, but he didn’t have the same innate 
understanding of what they meant. Aziraphale wasn’t even sure if Crowley made the same 
effort in studying other people’s facial expressions. 


He paused the video on the picture of a crying child. “Sadness is... you feel bad.” 


“F ffheel.” Crowley made a gesture that started with a caress to the back of his hand and then 
ended with his palms brushing together. He went quiet and still. 


He gestured to himself, and then drew an x at the hollow of his throat, and then made the 
gesture for feelings he’d just coined. 


“Of course you have feelings!” Aziraphale didn’t mean his rebuttal to come out quite so 
sharply. 


Crowley tipped his head a few degrees, as if studying him intensely. He asked with his hands 
again, and Aziraphale heard it as, go on, what's ‘feelings’ then? 


“TI!” Aziraphale pinched the bridge of his nose, racking his brains. “One moment... Ah.” He 
gestured at the video, where it was paused on the upset toddler. “I was very sad when you 
were injured.” Aziraphale tapped his chest, and he nearly teared up just remembering the 
moment he thought he was going to lose Crowley forever, he bent down and tapped at the 
merlotl’s shoulder to try and get his meaning across. 


A questioning rumble emanated from the other’s chest. 


“When you were hurt.” He carefully emphasized the ideas they already had in their shared 
language with his hands. “I was so sad. Were you aware at all? Do you remember? How 
much I cried?” He blinked away a bit of residual dampness. 


Crowley thought about it, then he clambered onto the couch to sit thigh to thigh. He reached 
up and gently touched his knuckle to the corner of Aziraphale’s eye. 


“Yes, I was inconsolable—terribly, terribly sad. The saddest anyone can be. That’s a feeling. 
An emotion. Just one of many.” 


Crowley hummed and shifted his weight from one hip to the other, a subtle sway as he 
processed the information. 


Feeling no. He declared again. J don t have feelings. 

“Ahnngiel, fheeeel.” Crowley gave Aziraphale a sympathetic pat on the wrist. 
“Are you feeling sorry for me?” He tutted. “That is an emotion, you know.” 
Crowley sniffed once. 


“What about love?” Aziraphale asked, alarm thrilling through his chest. He reached over and 
traced his fingers in the soothing circles against Crowley’s palm. 


Crowley looked at Aziraphale as if he was deranged. He signed an x at the hollow of his 
throat, and then brushed the back of his hand, finishing the gesture with a decisive brush of 
his palm. As if casting away some dirt. 


Aziraphale felt his eyes water. This is foolish. But it still felt like his world was crumbling 
around him. He just doesn t understand. I’m not explaining it well enough. 


A tear spilled down his cheek, and he stared at his lap, where the tablet lay. Crowley looked 
between the image and Aziraphale’s face. Something like dismay there. He reached up and 
brushed away a tear. Then Crowley touched his fingertips to Aziraphale’s chest. 


“Sssssahd?”’ 


Aziraphale nodded, then drew a line underneath his eye. Crowley’s expression fell ever so 
slightly, and he could almost see the shadow of his fronds drooping. Slowly, he took the 
tablet with both hands and transferred it to the coffee table, treating it like a delicate egg that 
might break at the slightest mishap, his eyes half-lidded. 


Crowley curled up against Aziraphale’s shoulder, as if in apology. A warm hand crept over 
Aziraphale’s lap and found his hand, turning it so that Crowley had access to his palm. 
Slowly, Crowley drew circles there, applying steady pressure against Aziraphale’s side the 
entire time. 


For some reason this made Aziraphale cry all the harder, but Crowley didn’t move or stop 
assuring him until he’d sobbed himself out. 
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Some days later, Crowley was staring down at the tablet, and seemed to be absorbing an 
English lecture. At least, Aziraphale hoped he was absorbing an English lecture. Crowley 
seemed to be struggling with that a little bit more as of late. 


The afternoon after The Feelings Incident, Crowley had walked up to him, with something 
Aziraphale had first taken to be a kind of still rage. He’d gestured to the tablet, where yet 
another children’s show had been playing. 


Is this for small people? Crowley had asked with his hands. 
“Yes,” Aziraphale had admitted. “It’s intended for children.” 
Crowley’s mouth had narrowed, and he’d signed, with force, J am! Not! A small people! 


“T’m sorry,” Aziraphale had apologized. “I thought it would be more fun for you. Accessible. 
Easier. You’re already learning so much, you’re so intelligent my dear. I was just trying to 
help you stay engaged. I don’t think of you as a child.” He wasn’t sure if the apology made it 
through the translation barrier, but he’d dutifully looked at other options. 


Aziraphale had tried instead to find some engaging lectures aimed at adult learners of English 
as a second language, but he had his doubts that he’d succeeded. Crowley’s attention often 
wandered, and odds were ten minutes into a video, he’d be doing anything else instead. (To 
his mortification, Crowley had also somehow figured out how to find movies, and Aziraphale 
had come back after a breakfast run to Crowley’s greeting of Bond, James Bond, in a credible 
impersonation of Sean Connery.) When he wasn’t wandering away from the tablet, he 
slumped onto the nearest surface and braced it up against his forehead. The ultimate 
expression of passivity. As if the screen being closer meant that the information would 
mystically phase through his eyes and into his brain directly. 


This was much the position the merlotl was in now. Sitting at the little dining table off the 
kitchen and living room, tablet wavering as he barely made an effort to keep his eyes on the 
screen. Crowley looked bored, and Aziraphale suspected that was a feeling as akin to misery 
—for a previously isolated creature that claimed not to have emotions, anyway. An idea 
struck him then. 


“Do you want to come to the grocery store with me?” Aziraphale paused and thought about 
how to supplement the question in sign. You want see... where food get? 


Crowley sat up with excitement. All pretence of watching the video abandoned. 


“Yess!” He moved in his chair in a sinuous wave, unable to contain his enthusiasm. 
Aziraphale smiled. 


“Are you sure? I know you like to help, but...” Legs strong? Legs tired? Aziraphale’s hands 
twisted together as soon as he asked the question. 


Legs strong, Crowley answered in the affirmative. 


“All right.” Aziraphale smiled, reaching down to run his fingers in a circle along Crowley’s 
palm. He walked over to the counter of their kitchenette, where he had a short list of 
groceries to get for the week. “I am trusting you with the money, all right?” He passed 
Crowley a wallet with some cash. His lover took it solemnly, then he held it aloft, studying it 
from underneath. 


“K’sh monnee?”’ 


“Yes,” Aziraphale smiled. “Put it in your pocket, please. We need to keep it safe.” Aziraphale 
had his own wallet, just in case, but he wanted to let Crowley learn how to navigate human 
society. Even though the currency wasn’t pound sterling, numbers, at least, were a fairly 
universal language. Thanks to the Arabian scholars, at any rate. 


Crowley very circumspectly slid the wallet into his pocket. Aziraphale reached over and 
played with the hang of Crowley’s shirt, even though it didn’t really need any adjustment. 
Just something to give him an excuse to fuss over Crowley. 


The merlotl tilted his head knowingly, a slow smile curving over his face. “Hush,” Aziraphale 
said, folding his list over and putting it in his back pocket. He also took his phone, in case he 
needed help translating a stray word here and there. He was suspicious that Crowley was also 
absorbing some Spanish as well. 


“Where is your cane?” Stick-where? He signed. 
Crowley looked around the apartment, as though he expected it to leap out at him. 


Aziraphale sighed. ““Why won’t you keep it next to the door?” The next fifteen minutes were 
given over to a fruitless search of the premises, before Aziraphale finally gave up. 


The thing was, Aziraphale was a scientist. He was observant, and he wasn't stupid. It hadn’t 
taken long for him to realize that Crowley's cane was going 'missing' on purpose. 


The first time he’d held it, he’d been totally nonplussed. He’d blinked at it very slowly and 
deliberately, weighing it in his palms. He’d looked at Aziraphale and patted him in a very 
patronizing manner. As if he were congratulating Aziraphale for attempting... something. 


But, Crowley had been to physical therapy enough times by now that he understood what it 
was for and how to use it. Yet, it still went missing. Aziraphale had thought that it was 
perhaps to hide something so precious from an opportunistic outsider who might steal it. Or 
that Crowley valued it for some opaque reason, but—no. 


He’d even caught Crowley out on it. Coming back early from a jaunt to the library to find 
Crowley puttering back and forth down the hallway on his cane, carefully practising his 
balance exercises, after the merlotl insisted the cane had vanished. 


The logical conclusion was that Crowley simply preferred to make Aziraphale his mobility 
device. 


It was a slow walk to the supermarket, where Crowley leaned on Aziraphale. They stopped 
twice on some empty benches where Crowley stretched out his back and rubbed at his calves. 
Aziraphale supposed they could have taken the Jeep, but he’d trusted Crowley’s assessment 
of his legs. He was smart enough to manage any challenges, and his physio did recommend 
that he start going on longer outings to build up his endurance. 


Finally, the automatic doors of the supermarket were in sight. Aziraphale walked arm in arm 
with Crowley. “We can do this,” he murmured supportively. As a being raised outside of the 
industrialized world, Crowley had a bit of a mistrust of automated doors. 


It only took a couple tries to get across the threshold. Crowley turned to look at Aziraphale 
triumphantly, but he stopped, his expression changing to something that read like dread. A 
noise tried to strangle its way out of Crowley’s throat, before stopping with a sudden click. 


Aziraphale looked around and gently pulled Crowley to one side, so they weren’t just 
standing in the doorway. The merlotl had started trembling. Aziraphale’s eyes started 
watering reflexively. “Oh, oh I know, my love.” He wrapped his arms around Crowley, who 
shook like a reed standing above a windy pond. Aziraphale steadfastly ignored the curious 
and pitying glimpses lowered in their direction. “Do you want to go back outside?” 


Crowley did something that sounded almost like a hiccup, but he nodded and a muffled, 
““esss,” squeaked from his shirt where his partner was burying his face. Crowley’s hands 
came out to latch onto Aziraphale’s arms a second later. “No,” he said, face still mashed 
against Aziraphale’s polo. Aziraphale waited him out, enduring the nails digging into his 
arms. One of Crowley’s hands started searching blindly, and Aziraphale shifted so that his 
palm came to meet Crowley’s fingers. The merlotl dragged his two fingers in such deep 
circles on Aziraphale’s palm he thought he might get a friction burn. 


“It’s okay,” Aziraphale promised. “It’s okay. I’ll be with you. Promise.” There were several 
more moments as Crowley stood there, completely overcome. When he finally stopped 
shaking and stepped back from Aziraphale’s hold, he looked wrung out and tired. Like he 
was standing on overcooked noodles. “Here. You take the basket, and lean on me.” 
Aziraphale passed Crowley one of the hand baskets by the front door, taking Crowley in arm. 


Had it been too much? Aziraphale understood, though. “I was very... distraught, when I 
escaped. The first time I came to get food. It was so much.” He’d been so careful, giving out 
piecemeal exposure to the wider world. Parks and food stands and takeaway counters. 
Nothing like this. 


He walked Crowley by the vegetables first, picking out what they needed. As soon as they 
put something in the basket, he traded Crowley for the list, so the merlotl wouldn’t need to 
carry any additional weight. His partner had gone utterly silent. None of the usual questions 
and enthusiasm that Aziraphale had come to know and expect of their outings. He was, 
however, observing carefully. Aziraphale could see it, even with his sunglasses. He was 
watching for trouble, it seemed, among other things. 


When they walked through the fresh fruit, Crowley reverently ran his fingers over the 
displays like he was being allowed to touch holy relics in a cathedral. 


“You can pick something not on the list,” he said, trying to encourage Crowley. The merlotl 
turned to look at him. Then he looked at the vast array of choices before him. For the first 
time since they’d known each other, Crowley seemed lost. 


Many. So many. Aziraphale almost missed the motion of his hands. 
Take one, he encouraged, signing back nearly as small. 


After a long deliberation, Crowley reached out and picked out a tangelo, lifting it to his face 
to give it a sniff. Slowly, he shuffled back towards Aziraphale and put it gently into the 
comer of the basket. Their eyes met, and Aziraphale knew his eyes were wet, but he was so, 
so proud. 


“Thank you, my dear.” He thought he saw Crowley grow a millimeter taller. He was always 
so happy to please Aziraphale. “You’re doing so well,” he murmured, and Crowley turned 
away, hunching his shoulders. Far too cool, his foraging partner lifted one hand and signalled 
for Aziraphale to follow him. As if he already knew the way. Aziraphale suppressed a smile 
and followed Crowley like a silent, supportive shadow until the shopping was all gathered 
and paid for with the money from Crowley’s wallet. 


As they went through the hated automatic doors again, Crowley finally made an interrogative 
noise. 


“Yes, dear?” 

“Whi...” Why trade money? 

“Hm. We trade money so we can take... our share of food. I suppose.” 
“Yee-esssss,” Crowley said carefully. Why trade? 


Aziraphale was fairly certain he wasn’t equipped to explain economics at this juncture in 
their relationship. “I... We trade money for all kinds of things. Help. Food. Clothing. 
Homes.” Trade. He signed again, helplessly. 


Why trade money food? Crowley signed insistently, his lip scowling as Aziraphale was 
clearly failing to grasp the root of his question. 


Trade. Aziraphale signed again, then he thought about it. Not trade? “It... is and isn’t a 
trade.” Crowley shot him a look that said he was being particularly stupid. 


Trade! Aziraphale signed one more time for emphasis. “I can’t explain it any better than that 
right now. I’m sorry.” He pinched his brow with one hand. He had most of the groceries 
hanging off his elbow, but Crowley also had a bag of bread and crisps, even as he leaned on 
Aziraphale for support. He cast about for another way to explain. 


“Well, if we... If we took all the food, no one else could have any. Correct? This way, other 
people can still get groceries.” It was not, strictly speaking, untruthful, but it was also less 
than representative of capitalism as a whole. Crowley pondered this for a moment. 


Trade... food. Crowley’s mouth twisted into his little half-frown. 


“Someday, I’ll explain it properly, I promise. Just believe me for now.” Aziraphale 
swallowed. Trade food trade, he confirmed. Crowley remained skeptical of this the entire 
way home, but he mercifully didn’t question it any further. 
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Watching television together was an interesting experience. It was likely a compromise for 
both of them, but the brightness and contrast were both turned down farther than Aziraphale 
would have liked. He was still learning about how Crowley’s eyes worked. He found himself 
wondering if any of Michael’s hypotheses about some type of bioluminescence were correct 
in any way. 


Crowley turned away from the weather report on the television to look at Aziraphale, raising 
a dark brow over his glasses. 


Aziraphale chuckled and stroked his fingers along Crowley’s cheek. “Just thinking. About 
you.” There was a beat of silence as Aziraphale realized something. “Gabriel and Michael 
haven’t told me anything about their work over the last few times we’ve spoken.” While 
check-ins were, strictly speaking, no longer required as Aziraphale was not in the field 
anymore, his associates still called Aziraphale via satellite phone once a week. And would 
until he left the country, they assured him. 


Crowley went still in concentration. Aziraphale could imagine the end of his tail tapping as 
he thought. 


“T can show you a picture.” He got out his phone and swiped over to his contacts list. He 
tapped on Gabriel’s entry, and his smug, perfect face suddenly filled the screen, along with all 
of his other information. “That’s Gabriel. He’s from America, but he teaches at Cambridge 
and does research with us.” 


His lover considered the phone, almost suspiciously. “Your...” gather-partner? 


Aziraphale shook his head. “No.” He paused. “Maybe? He helps with research. We do go into 
the field together.” He chewed his lip and considered. He helps. 


Gather-partner, Crowley confirmed, rather superiorly, Aziraphale thought. 
“All right, if you’re so smart. You tell me what a gathering partner is?” 


The TV went silent as Crowley hit the button on the remote to shut it off. He was taking the 
question seriously. 


“Diffykult.” Crowley grimaced, jaw moving from side to side. Aziraphale felt a pang of 
sympathy. It was hard, so often, when there was a vast gulf between what he wanted to say 
and what his partner could understand. He was certain Crowley felt it too. 


Abruptly, Crowley got to his feet and went over to their kitchenette. Aziraphale could hear 
him rustling on the counter behind him. A moment later, he was rounding the sofa again, 
dropping next to Aziraphale, paper and pen in hand. He flattened the sheet of paper onto the 
coffee table. 


Awkwardly, Crowley drew a large, shaky circle on the page. He then stabbed at the paper 
ferociously to populate it with several dots. Aziraphale shot out his hand, catching Crowley 
by the wrist. 


“Be gentle, please. You’ll break something.” 


Crowley sniffed, unimpressed, but he stopped pounding the pen anyway. With exaggerated 
care, he scribbled two smaller circles off to one side, still inside the boundary. 


He gestured to the entire circle, and all the dots inside it. Group, he signed. “Yu-neet,” he 
pronounced slowly. Then he pointed at the two darker circles. Gather partner. Get food. Two 
better. Crowley gave his little half frown. “Crrr. Crooco.” He gnashed his teeth, then asked, 
What thing? 


“Crocodiles?” Aziraphale suggested. 


Crowley nodded sagely. “Yess, krhkdyll eet...” He gestured to himself. Eating things. Not 
safe. Gather on land. Not safe. 


“T think I understand,” Aziraphale said, glancing back down at the paper, then back up to 
Crowley. “You’re vulnerable outside of the water, and it’s safer to go in pairs. To look for 
predators while you gather supplies.” Confirm, he added with his hands, to signify his 
comprehension. 


He would bet dollars—well, pounds—to donuts that Crowley didn’t fully understand him 
word for word, but the merlotl studied him anyway and seemed satisfied that his message had 
gotten across. 


Crowley brought the pen towards one of the anonymous dots towards the side of his slightly 
ovoid circle. Then he signed. Leader decide gather-partner. Leader decide... Crowley 
seemed at a loss, for a moment, but the rest of the thought didn’t come. He just stared at 


Aziraphale with such intensity that he started to blush. (Aziraphale had gotten quite good at 
telling where Crowley was looking, even with his glasses on.) 


“How do you decide who the leader is?” 


Once again, Crowley looked at him like this was a monumentally stupid question. Leader is 
leader, he signed with simplicity. Perhaps this was as unthinkable as trying to explain 
capitalism to someone completely isolated from the post-industrial economy. 


Aziraphale looked back at his phone, where the screen had dimmed. He tapped it again so 
that Gabriel’s face glowed again. “Maybe Gabriel is my gathering partner. But Michael is as 
well.” He swiped over to show Michael’s face next. “We work together on... projects.” 
Thing-build-learn, he signed, trying to get the idea of an academic project across. 


Not food? 
“Usually not,” Aziraphale admitted. “Not in the same way as a gathering partner, at any rate.” 
Crowley lowered his eyes for a moment. He... food give? 


Aziraphale was quite sure that there was a different question being asked here than the literal, 
but he had no idea what it was. 


“We all take turns getting supplies when we are out in the field.” 
Group food? Crowley perked up a little, his face still rapt with attention. 


“Yes, just so!” At least that much he could parse and understand. Crowley seemed to relax 
into the couch. 


“What do you want to do for the rest of the night? Would you like to play some checkers?” 
Crowley sat up again, every muscle in his body wound tight. 


I destroy, he declared. Aziraphale laughed. The strange acquisition pattern of Crowley’s 
language was truly something to behold. He got to his feet and went to the cabinet beside the 
large, flatscreen TV and dug out the checkerboard set that their host had so graciously 
provided, placing it right on top of Crowley’s drawing. 


They spent the rest of the night playing, and Crowley was doing his best, once again, to learn 
how to cheat. 
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Aziraphale was not the world’s best cook. He didn’t mind takeaway, but he was starting to 
feel... claustrophobic. Even with Crowley’s company, the days where he didn’t need to leave 
for appointments, he felt the walls closing in. 


He stepped back from the fridge and looked at Crowley. He was paging through the atlas 
again. Then he turned around and looked over his shoulder at Aziraphale. 


“Heard my heartbeat pick up, did you?” Aziraphale laughed helplessly. Yes, he was afraid. 
Afraid of... causing a scene, of discovering some deadly food intolerance, of Crowley 
somehow being found out, or arrested, or taken away, but... 


“Let’s go out to eat tonight,” Aziraphale declared. 
Crowley tilted his head with a curious trill. 
“We? ll find somewhere to eat.” 

Gather? Crowley asked with his hands. 


“Something like that, you’ll see. It’s nice! I think I know just the place.” He stepped over to 
the sofa and offered his hands to Crowley. 


They piled into the Jeep, and Aziraphale drove to a nice little place he remembered from 
previous visits. A cantina that was just the right amount of busy and not overrun with tourists. 
He helped Crowley down and out of the car. He’d insisted on his lover bringing his cane. 
Crowley cheekily pressed the rubber tip onto Aziraphale’s toes as he shut the car door behind 
the other. Not hard enough to hurt, just a silly little gesture. 


“Fiend,” Aziraphale chuckled. He led Crowley inside, holding his free hand. It wasn’t too 
busy, so they didn’t have to wait long to be seated. The atmosphere was relaxed, and 
Aziraphale soaked in the setting. There were several locals, including half a dozen workmen 
sharing mojitos and a pitcher of sangria in the corner. A few couples stood at the bar in the 
center of the restaurant, one of them a husband and wife that looked old enough they must’ve 
been coming here since the establishment opened its doors. 


Aziraphale’s favourite feature of this restaurant was the extensive salad bar. Crowley rested 
his cane on the back of his chair, and Aziraphale guided him down the line. Every type of 
green imaginable seemed to be on display. And in addition to veggies, cheese, and dressings 
was a collection of fruit. Bananas, blueberries, mango, papaya, strawberries, grapefruit, and 
orange slices. The only thing missing were croutons. Instead, there were all sorts of crushed 
and slivered nuts. Aziraphale topped his salad with almond slivers. 


Crowley had an eclectic mix of grapefruit, oranges, strawberries, kale, onion slices, bitter 
walnuts, and tomatoes. No dressing or cheese. They took their plates back to their table. 
Crowley proudly picked up the fork on the table and ostentatiously speared the salad. 
Aziraphale beamed, so glad that Crowley was making such strides—and enjoying it. 


Eventually, their server brought over a menu. Aziraphale got out of his seat and sat beside 
Crowley to go over the options. The fare was mostly Guatemalan and Spanish, most of it 
served tapas style. “I think you might like the ceviche.” That seemed the closest to some of 
Crowley’s natural diet. He wasn’t sure about the jalapeno, though. He brought out his phone 
to show Crowley pictures of what each food was. Aziraphale tried to err on the side of mild, 
simple dishes like caldo de huevo and plantain chips, but he couldn’t resist some paches, 
patatas bravas, and boquerones into the mix. Crowley seemed more inclined to trust the look 
of fried beef over sausage and went with some simple-looking skewers. 


The young man took their order, and took in Aziraphale’s Spanish with probably more grace 
than he deserved. Crowley had long since concluded that the sign languages he and 
Aziraphale used were opaque to everyone else around them. He seemed content to let 
Aziraphale do most of the talking, quietly fascinated by yet another language. 


Why I no learn? He signed as the server took the menus away. Why aren t I learning that? 
Aziraphale parsed the question. 


“Remember what I said about home? Most people where we’re going don’t speak Spanish. 
They will speak English. And some will speak BSL.” Aziraphale wasn’t sure how to 
supplement his meaning, but he did his best with his hands, with formal sign language. 
Crowley hummed softly. Aziraphale found the tone rather skeptical, and he cringed at the 
communication failure. 


Gather food? Crowley asked. 
Aziraphale shook his head. “No need.” Wait, he signed. 


Crowley jumped as the table of workmen suddenly erupted into song. Aziraphale smiled. 
Once he recovered, Crowley tilted his head. He turned to Aziraphale and made the spider 
gesture questioningly. 


“T don’t know it.” Aziraphale smiled as Crowley sat back to listen. It was a bit off-key, but 
they were clearly in high spirits. Crowley slowly started to sway next to him. Aziraphale 
rocked in his chair as well. 


Why sing? Crowley asked the question as he swayed. 
“T think they’re happy. Having fun.” Aziraphale supplemented his words with his hands. 


Crowley sniffed derisively. Singing-feelings-thing? He shook his head. No-feelings. You- 
feelings. 


“You have feelings,” Aziraphale insisted, not for the first time. Crowley twisted so that he 
was resting his chin on Aziraphale’s shoulder stubbornly. ““You must do!” 


No-feelings, no-sing. Crowley declared. I dont have feelings, that’s why I (we?) dont sing. 
“No singing at all? I think you could learn.” Sing-learn, Aziraphale insisted. 


Crowley gave a half shrug. Aziraphale swallowed, eyes suddenly wet. He knew, of course, 
that their connection was deep and real... but would they ever be able to talk about it? 
Aziraphale looked down at the table. 


Crowley sensed the shift in his mood, and he pulled back, softening a bit. He reached over 
and circled his fingers along Aziraphale’s palm. The tickly sensation brought Azirahale out of 
his sudden dip into despair. He smiled at Crowley and they settled into companionable 
silence. Crowley watched the people around them, and Aziraphale observed Crowley. He 
wondered what the merlotl was thinking about all the sights and sounds and smells, but he let 
the silence between them linger, leaning into Crowley gently. The gentle atmosphere and 


taffy-stretch of time returned to normal as Luis came from the kitchen and started making his 
way towards their table. Aziraphale sat up in delighted anticipation. 


“Ah, here we are! Gracias.” He got up quickly and sat back across from Crowley. 


Crowley went very still, sitting up ramrod straight. Aziraphale felt his smile falter. Then, he 
lept back in alarm as Crowley suddenly hissed as the young man set the plate down in front 
of Aziraphale. 


“Crowley!” he admonished, not sure where the hostility came from. Their poor server—Luis 
—froze, turning his head to slowly catch Aziraphale’s eye. 


“T’m so sorry,” Aziraphale apologized—then he apologized again in Spanish. “It’s fine, just, 
give him his.” He signaled no to Crowley, who was gripping the table, his hiss barely audible 
now. When Louis set the plate down in front of him, Crowley startled back, looking utterly 
perplexed. He looked down at the plate, and then up at Luis, his brows drawn together. His 
mouth opened, and a soft “Why?” escaped. 


Luis glanced between them, a bit more relaxed now that it seemed less likely that Crowley 
was about to leap over the table to bite his hand off at the wrist. He shot Aziraphale a 
sympathetic glance. Aziraphale was dumbfounded. He wasn’t quite certain what had just 
happened. This had never happened before. Never at a street vendor, in the grocery store, or 
when getting takeaway. 


Crowley’s mouth twisted into a frown, and he reached across the table, holding eye-contact 
with Luis. He slowly lifted up Aziraphale’s plate, pulling it away, before very deliberately 
placing it in front of Aziraphale once again. 


Luis looked to Aziraphale for guidance, and all he could do was shake his head. “I have no 
idea,” he said, fervently, in Spanish. He didn’t blame the other man for backing away without 
turning his back on the table. 


“Crowley,” he hissed again. “What was that about!?” 


Crowley bared his teeth, curling his lips. Group, and then he gestured between them 
emphatically, group-two. 


“T thought I was your gathering partner? No?” Aziraphale kept his voice low as he signed in 
confusion. 


The disdainful expression only grew. “Ayn. Ghl.” You’re not my gather-partner! Crowley 
seemed to reconsider, and then he added, somewhat apologetically: Yes, you are my gather- 
partner, but not gather-partner only! Crowley let out a loud blast of air through his nose, 
massaging his forehead. Two better! He finally added. Only two, he stressed. 


Aziraphale blinked at him. “I don’t understand how that has any relevance here,” he sighed, 
and decided to set aside the mystery of Crowley’s food aggression for the moment. “Come 
here and try this ceviche. It’s very good.” He held a forkful up for the merlotl. 


Crowley leaned over the table and dragged his teeth noisily over the tines. He chewed eagerly 
and swallowed the assortment of seafood and snail meat quickly. He froze as he leaned over 
for the second forkfull Aziraphale was offering. His eyes widened behind his glasses, the 
scale imprint around his temples flexing. The sound of wood squeaking over tile cut through 
the air, causing a brief lull in the merry-making of the workmen in the corner. Crowley was 
bent all the way over, gripping the table. 


“Oh dear, no good?” Aziraphale set the fork down so he could twist his hands. 


Crowley looked up, and he frantically signed pointy and gestured at his mouth. Aziraphale 
winced. 


“I’m sorry, try this.” He passed over a far plainer bit of potato. He hoped the butter would 
help. 


Crowley took it slowly, but he was mollified as he tried the starchy morsel. He still gave 
Aziraphale a look that managed to communicate utter betrayal. 


“All right, all right.” Aziraphale started to divvy up the food. “This is the spicy side.” He 
gestured at one half and added pointy. “This side is not spicy.” He gestured at the other half. 


Crowley sniffed, and he scooted closer to the table again. Perhaps it was just as well that 
Crowley’s appetite tended small. He approached the meal with an air of suspicion, but he 
appeared to enjoy the rest of his nibbles without any additional accusations of pointiness. He 
seemed to especially enjoy the plantain chips. 


Aziraphale still couldn’t understand why Crowley had suddenly had a complete, apparent 
lapse in sanity. 


Crowley was full much sooner than Aziraphale, but he relaxed into a boneless sprawl as he 
watched Aziraphale eat. Aziraphale was quite certain it was an unblinking regard being 
directed at him across the table. 


The merlotl inhaled sharply as Aziraphale finished off another little spicy dish. Mouth strong, 
he signed. 


Aziraphale blushed. “It’s really nothing special. Poor thing, you must be sensitive to 
capsaicin.” 


Crowley made a noise that was somewhere between a growl and his rilling in the back of his 
throat. Here good you, he signed. 


Aziraphale chewed over his mouthful of patches—the recado sauce here was truly to die for 
—as he tried to puzzle out Crowley’s meaning. Then the merlotl added cave bad you, and it 
fell into place. 


It’s good for you here. This is the environment you’re suited for. You couldn t have lived in my 
cave. 


“T think you’re happy to see me happy.” He sniffed once primly, repeating himself with his 
hands. 


Crowley bared his teeth and made a rude sound. J don t have feelings, he said again, his 
expression morphing into something close to alarm. 


“Whatever you say, dear,” Aziraphale sighed in defeat, but he found himself smiling over it 
this time. 
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The thing Aziraphale dreaded most was leaving Crowley alone. He didn’t want to keep the 
poor dear prisoner—surely he’d had enough of that, trapped in that dank, dark cave—but... 


“T have to go. I need to leave,” Aziraphale announced carefully, looking at his partner 
ensconced in the corner of the sleek, boxy loveseat of their rental. Crowley looked up sharply 
from his tablet where a brightly coloured tamarin was going over how to count. Yesterday, 
Crowley had thrust the tablet into Aziraphale’s chest without a word, spoken or otherwise. It 
finally dawned on him what the merlotl was asking for, and he showed Crowley how to 
navigate to the catalogue of children’s educational programming. 


“Leev?” 


Aziraphale walked over to where Crowley was now collecting himself from his sprawl. “Yes. 
Not for so long as last time. I promise. Just an errand.” He took Crowley’s hand in his and 
gave it a squeeze. Then, thinking better of it, he traced his fingers at the center of Crowley’s 
palm. Crowley appeared briefly placated by the gesture. 


“Me too?” J come with? He added with his hands. 


“No.” Aziraphale swallowed. “I... It will be long and boring. You should rest. Like your 
physio told you to.” J will come back, he added silently in BSL. Crowley clicked at him in 
laughter and signed the phrase back at him, with the correct order of the signs. Aziraphale 
blushed sheepishly and took the correction, signing it again. 


Crowley pursed his lips for a moment before settling into a half frown. Two better, he signed. 
“T help.” 


Aziraphale frowned, “I know you want to help, but your leg.” He reached down and brushed 
Crowley’s knee. “Your physio said to rest.” 


Crowley frowned. He’d overdone it during his physical therapy session this morning, and 
he’d been limping around their rental the rest of the day. Aziraphale had been making sure 
that Crowley was keeping it elevated and iced. 


“Rest,” Aziraphale insisted again, with his hands as well. 


Crowley touched Aziraphale's hand softly. Then he frowned. Two better. I help, he said again 
with his hands. He concentrated before carefully meeting Aziraphale's gaze. "I... onlee kisss. 
Mohr. Help." He gulped out the word, barely intelligible. 


Aziraphale lifted his hand to rest his fingers on Crowley's cheek. "You don't have to push 
yourself. Rest. Heal. Stay here, rest." 


Crowley rolled his eyes again, and he made a chomping sound as he took a bite out of the air, 
aiming towards Aziraphale's shoulder, gesturing with his chin for good measure. Strong, he 
pressed a hand to his chest. 


"I know, but that's different. Your muscles..." Aziraphale paused. He decided to change tack. 
New, grow, rest-grow-good, Aziraphale strung the gestures together with his hands. "You can 
rest. You don't have to worry. Let me take care of you, all right?" He stepped up and gently 
ran his fingers through Crowley's dark red hair. "At least for today, hmm?" 


Crowley narrowed his eyes with a huff—Aziraphale was getting better at reading his 
expressions, blocked by his sunglasses as they were—but he settled back a bit. Aziraphale 
bent down and pressed a kiss to the top of Crowley’s head. “Do you remember how to call 
me? On the mobile?” 


Crowley perked up at that. “Ain-gel!” He fished out the mobile from his pocket and waved 
the screen at Aziraphale’s face, where his own picture sat in a little circle on the home screen. 
Crowley was still utterly delighted with his cheap mobile. Now he was liable to call 
Aziraphale for a video call to ominously loom over the camera and say nothing at all. Or send 
him inscrutable strings of letters and emoji. 


“That’s right. You touch that, and you’Il reach me. You do that, and wherever you are, I'll 
come to you.” Please stay here, he added with his hands, twisting them nervously after. He 
was so frightened of Crowley wandering off and getting lost. Someday, he’d have to let the 
other go, let him go off on excursions on his own, so he could learn to navigate this life, 
but... he didn’t think Crowley was ready, just yet. And he was so terrified of acute pollution 
exposure. Exposure to disease. 


“You remember the lawyer we saw? Mr. Shenton?” Aziraphale tried airily. “The attorney?” 
Crowley didn’t seem to take to human names as readily as he did their jobs. He started to 
drift towards the door. 


“Boring.” Crowley over-pronounced the word, but he settled back in with his tablet with one 
last glance askance over the top of it. 


Aziraphale felt thoroughly chastised. 
“Tl try to be as quick as I can.” 


Crowley gestured for Aziraphale to come over with an accompanying lewd gesture, and 
Aziraphale smiled ruefully. “No time for that, love, I’m sorry. When I get back.” Wait, he 
signed. Crowley rolled his neck and sighed dramatically. Aziraphale laughed. 


His partner grunted, but then swivelled in place, making a big show about reaching for his 
cane as he stood back up. Crowley shuffled over to the kitchen and puttered in the fridge, 
pulling out several foodstuffs. Aziraphale crossed the space to hover by his elbow. “My dear, 
if you’re hungry, I can do that—” 


Crowley held up a hand, and Aziraphale stepped back. He was starting to drift towards the 
door when a sharp, soft alarm call stopped him in his tracks. 


Wait a bloody minute, Aziraphale heard from the single hand sign. He folded his hands in 
front of himself and stood politely at attention, noting the way Crowley leaned against the 
counter and put his weight on his good leg. 


Crowley picked up a tangerine and held it over the sink, slicing easily through the rind with 
his nails, and then peeling it out with brutal efficiency. He studied the orange sphere, sniffed 
once, and then tore it in half, pulling away some of the dangling pith, sticking those on his 
tongue. 


He set them aside and wrestled with a jar of cashews, breathing heavily as the plastic lid 
finally twisted to give way. He poured a hefty amount into the lid he placed on the counter. 
Then he grabbed a carrot and washed it and peeled it in just a few strokes. 


A moment later he was putting everything into a plastic shopping bag. Crowley studied this 
for a moment. He hummed, with a considering sort of frown. Clearly he found it wanting. He 
reached for their loaf of bread and dug out two slices, which he carefully placed inside. He 
studied it again, and with a proud, satisfied smile, he turned and offered Aziraphale his lunch. 


A tangerine, peeled and halved, a loose spill of cashews, a carrot, and two free slices of 
bread. 


Aziraphale started tearing up immediately as he took it. 


Once Crowley was settled back on the couch—to rest!/—Aziraphale finally made his way out 
the door, lunch dutifully in hand. He started nibbling on a slice of bread immediately as he 
went down the stairs. No point in letting them get soggy. Thankfully, he still had plenty of 
time to drive to the law offices of Baddicome & Bychance. 


This was Aziraphale’s third appointment with Mr. Shenton. 


“T’m more than happy,” he had told the solicitor during their first meeting, “‘to take him back 
to the UK with me, where he can start a new life and get the help he clearly needs. I have 
contacts at the University. I just need him to have some kind of documents so I can apply for 
his visa.” It probably didn’t hurt his cause that he was also trying to get this paperwork in 
order to avoid someone becoming a public charge. 


Indeed, that was part of his main pitch that he had settled on, after several failed attempts. 
Aziraphale’d given this attorney a version of the truth. Only slightly altered, really. He’d met 
Crowley in the hospital during his recovery. A stateless, paperless person, clearly suffering 
head trauma, memory loss, and some other mysterious ailments. 


His ally, Mr. Shenton, had lived and worked here for two decades. Mostly as a liaison 
between British and Irish business interests and the local economy, but also as a visa and 
immigration specialist for retirees wishing to settle somewhere where there was considerably 
more sunshine and considerably fewer Torries. 


Engineering the reverse wouldn’t be a problem, he’d assured Aziraphale during that first 
visit. He’d orchestrated plenty of marriage visas going the other way, though Crowley’s 
paperless state was a unique challenge. Aziraphale rather got the impression the man relished 
it. A chance to exercise his legal acumen in new ways after years of routine. It still required a 
hefty amount of legwork on Aziraphale’s end. None of which he begrudged. 


It had, nevertheless, been quite a shock to hear marriage as the first idea out of the man’s 
mouth. 


“Marriage visas?” Aziraphale’s throat had tightened around the words. “Wh-what makes you 
jump to that conclusion?” It had, naturally, been lurking in the back of his mind as where the 
process would, inevitably, have to lead, but to hear someone else say it out loud so nakedly, 
without his suggestion—! 


“Well. I mean, just look at you two,” Mr. Shenton had gestured to Crowley, who on that 
particular visit was openly leaning against Aziraphale’s side and staring raptly at his angel, 
rather than any of the proceedings. “Forgive me, have I been incorrect in my assumptions, Dr. 
Eastwise?” 


Mr. Shenton’s gaze had landed briefly on where Aziraphale’s hand was lying over one of 
Crowley’s. He’d felt himself blush. 


“T... no, I suppose not. I’m sorry, it’s been... I’ve been through—” he’d stalled. ““We helped 
each other through a... very rough spot of things. I owe him my life. I’d do anything for 
him.” 


If he couldn’t get Crowley back to Britain... well... then he’d have to look at how to stay. At 
least, that was the plan in Aziraphale’s back pocket if everything else fell through. 


Today, Mr. Shenton had some good news, at least. All of the schlepping forms across the city 
had expedited things quite a bit. Crowley had the vestiges of something resembling 
citizenship papers. Not fully what they needed, just yet, but at least something to prove his 
existence. 


“Do you think I should buy the plane tickets yet?” His voice shook; Aziraphale couldn’t 
contain his excitement. 


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Dr. Eastwise,” Mr. Shenton cautioned. 


He hoped the crushing disappointment was at least partially obscured. “Oh, I see. Well, as I 
said before, money is nearly no object at the moment, so if there is anything I need to pay for, 
simply let me know.” 


“T assure you, Dr. Eastwise, I am making this case my priority, but some things just require 
patience. However, you will be happy to know, in two weeks you will be able to get a 
marriage license here between the two of you. I will be able to assist you with that, of 
course.” 


“Of course,” Aziraphale repeated faintly. For a moment he felt sick. He thought of all the 
times they’d gotten looks from passers-by. Suspicion, exasperation, frustration, anger, fear, 
and—above all—pity. Mr. Shenton knew their situation, of course, but... would anyone else 
ever see them this way? As equal and loving partners? Would he and Crowley ever bridge the 
understanding of what that sort of partnership meant for each other’s species? They couldn’t 
even agree on whether or not Crowley experienced the emotion of love! Aziraphale brushed 
the thought aside. This was about giving Crowley a means to participate in modern life, first 
and foremost, since he was no longer fit for his environment. Survival. By any means 
necessary. More than him, more than them, Crowley needed a toehold into human society. 


“It must seem rather sudden, after waiting so long, I know.” Mr. Shenton smiled kindly at 
him. 


“Well,” Aziraphale said to himself. “I will make sure we’re ready. We have also made great 
strides in BSL if a translator needs to be present. Though, he is making progress in speech 
therapy as well.” 


This, strictly speaking, wasn’t a complete lie. Despite not going to a licensed speech 
therapist, they were still practising every day, and Crowley continued to make progress. 


Mr. Shenton nodded, and they proceeded to go over what else they needed to get Crowley a 
proper passport. And, Aziraphale was taking careful notes, but half of his brain was still 
consumed by a single thought: 


Marriage. 
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Aziraphale almost jumped out of his skin as the bathroom door sprang open. Crowley loomed 
ominously in the doorway, glaring into the shower where Aziraphale stood under the spray. 


“Good Lord, Crowley! You gave me a fright.” 


“Si yhou.” Crowley twisted his mouth into a scowl, just so that Aziraphale would understand 
his displeasure. 


But he didn’t have feelings, oh no. Not him. 


“T was taking a shower,”’ Aziraphale insisted. “Am I not allowed any privacy?” Why couldn’t 
they get past this fight? 


Can t see you. Then, Crowley sharply gestured towards the door. 
“IT know you couldn’t see me! The door was shut! I had it shut for a reason!” 
Door open! Crowley insisted. 


“Get out!” Aziraphale gestured rather rudely for Crowley to leave. “And close the door.” He 
added with his hands: I’m angry! 


Crowley stood there stubbornly. Door open! 


Aziraphale sighed and turned away, trying to collect himself. A// right, Aziraphale. What is 
happening with him? You know he finds closed doors inside the home objectionable—why? 
He viciously shampooed his hair. He paused and glanced back at Crowley, still standing in 
the door, his jaw tight, hands white-knuckling the door. 


“Does it really upset you that much?” His own anger melted away in fractions and decimals. 
See you, Crowley demanded. 


“You keep saying that, but I don't understand. It's not like you have a line of sight into the 
shower from the bed.” He turned the thought over in his mind. He tried to avoid thinking 
about Crowley in terms of mere academic study, but this felt like something as crucial and 
inscrutable as his behaviour at the restaurant. 


“Ain-gel. Si.” Safe. Another series of words in a flurry. Bed-see-vou-door-open. I can see 
you when the door is open? Aziraphale hazarded to presume the meaning. Did that mean 
Crowley could see some sort of indirect trace of him? Crowley knew what he smelled like, 
but more crucially that's how he conveyed the information. They could communicate about 
different senses. If Crowley said seeing he meant seeing. Maybe Michael isn't so wrong after 
all. Maybe he can see outside our visible spectrum. 


Aziraphale reeled from the revelation. He tipped his head back to rinse his hair. When it was 
clean, he reached over to turn off the spray. “My love, I assure you I am perfectly safe in the 
shower.” 


I was sleeping, Aziraphale decoded the symbols as Crowley removed his death grip from the 
doorframe to speak. Didn t see you when I woke up. “Wo-reeed,” Crowley added softly. 


Aziraphale smiled and wrapped himself in a towel. “It sounds like you were scared. 
Frightened. That’s a feeling, you know.” You were scared, he added with damp fingers. 


Crowley stepped back, alarm coursing through him like an exclamation-mark shaped 
lightning bolt. 


No feelings! he protested. 


“Whatever you say.” Aziraphale shook his head with a little laugh. “What can I do to reassure 
you?” He gave Crowley a rather heated gaze and walked deliberately towards the bed as he 
stepped out of the bathroom. 


Crowley followed him with a sort of put-upon grumpiness, but Aziraphale felt his heart warm 
anyway. His lover climbed on top of him and slid his fingers along Aziraphale’s wet chest 
hair. Despite his outward irritation, Crowley seemed to forgive Aziraphale quickly as they 
kissed and cuddled until his body hair was dry enough for Crowley to fluff and tug on again. 
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“Congratulations!” Mr. Shenton smiled over his desk at the two of them. 


Crowley leaned against Aziraphale, spinning the pen he’d just used to sign the marriage 
papers on the desk in front of him. 


“T’ll file these right away this afternoon. These are your copies.” He slid over two embossed 
copies of the form, and Aziraphale numbly took them into the folio he’d been using to keep 
track of all of Crowley’s papers. 


“Thank you,” Aziraphale said, shocked it had been, ultimately, so easy. 


“And, I have good news. I have a friend over in the documentation bureau, and I asked her 
for a tiny, tiny favour.” Mr. Shenton’s moustache twitched mischievously for a moment. “You 
can have this, as a wedding present, from me.” 


He slid across a slim, burgundy passport. Aziraphale gasped, his arm reaching out to clutch 
Crowley’s arm instinctively. “Oh! Is that—? Can we—?” 


“Yes.” Mr. Shenton smiled. “Still a bit of work to do, mind, but I would say you can book 
your return flight for...”—He checked his agenda on his phone—“about three weeks from 
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now. 
“T don’t know what to say.” 


“Well, it is part of the services you hired me for.” 


2. 


“Yes, but—” Aziraphale cut himself off. “I—thank you. Sincerely. I am... ready to go home.’ 
He wanted his usual clothes. His own bed. His own things, his own books, his own bathroom. 
More than that, Aziraphale wanted to see how Crowley would slot into everything. Would he 
like Cambridge? J do hope so. 


He pulled the passport towards him and opened the cover. Inside, there was a picture of 
Crowley, glasses on. Crowley, Anthony J, read the name. Aziraphale hadn’t actually picked 
out a middle name; it just seemed like it would be a good idea for Crowley to have a middle 
initial. Crowley seemed the most enamoured with the shape of the letter J out of all the letters 
of the alphabet. 


Crowley made an interested noise and leaned over to inspect the passport. Small, he signed. 


“Yes,” Aziraphale said warmly, but there you are. "Thank you again ever so much, Mr. 
Shenton.” 
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Getting to the airport early had been a good plan. Aziraphale knew he was nervous, and he 
hoped that the extra time would help him calm down. The last thing he needed was Crowley 
reading his mood and deciding that he needed to protect Aziraphale. 


Still, he could feel himself sweating as they approached the security agent, passports out. The 
uniformed agent grunted and passed back Aziraphale’s ticket and passport after a quick 
inspection. He glanced up at Crowley, who seemed mildly fascinated with the man’s curly 
black moustache. 


“Glasses.” He made a gesture towards his own face, as if removing a pair. 
Crowley made a noise in the back of his throat, but he slowly pulled his glasses down. 


“Ai!” He startled back at Crowley’s rim-to-rim black eyes. Then he squinted down at the 
passport suspiciously. 


Aziraphale stepped in smoothly. “Ah, he has a medical condition.” Aziraphale nodded at 
Crowley, who replaced his glasses. There was tension in his lover’s face. The security line 
was bright, in an atrium with lots of windows. Aziraphale wondered if the poor dear already 
had a headache. 


Thankfully, they weren’t going to travel through America—they could keep their shoes on— 
but they still had to pass their carry-on items through to be scanned and walk through the 
metal detectors. 


Loud, Crowley complained bitterly with his hands. Indeed, there were hundreds of people 
teeming in and out. 


Sorry, Aziraphale signed back. At least they’d checked most of their luggage. He’d sent some 
things home via post, but he’d decided that it would be better to travel as light as possible. 
Though they were breaking the trip up into four separate flights—a stop in the Caribbean, 
one in Canada, one in Iceland, and then home—it would be better to lose some luggage, and 
be able to devote more of his attention to Crowley than have to worry about the logistics of 
hauling everything around. He had just enough supplies for the both of them in his backpack 
that they would be able to survive, even if nothing else made it. He watched his satchel travel 
down the track for a moment, belatedly realising he should have snapped the straps together 
to prevent a snag. 


Aziraphale groaned as he heard the shrill beeping of the metal detector. It must’ ve been those 
sunglasses, or else his cane. He glanced over at Crowley, who looked uneasy as he stood his 
ground. Two security guards were approaching him. Aziraphale stepped over. 


“Please—” 


One of them, a severe-looking middle-aged woman held out her hand. “Stop there. You need 
to wait.” 


“He’s with me,” Aziraphale insisted. “He doesn’t understand—” 


Crowley let out a slight yelp as he was pulled over to one side by his shoulder. The large 
metal detector stopped beeping and flashing at least. Aziraphale wrung his hands, and 
Crowley hissed at the younger, gangly security officer as he approached with a wand out. 


“Crowley!” Aziraphale signed remember at him, as Crowley looked back over his shoulder. 
“Tt’s all right. Just hold still.” Wait. Listen. Safe. 


Crowley held out his arms and uncoiled himself. It took a few moments for him to realize 
they wanted him to spread his legs to pat him down and waggle the wand in between them. 


“He has weak legs, if you would just /et me—” The woman huffed and waved Aziraphale 
through the metal detector. He immediately stood beside Crowley and let his partner lean on 
him. It was awkward, but he felt Crowley uncoil further. 


After a few more moments of indignity, they were waved through with a few choice Spanish 
curses he recognized. Aziraphale tried to keep his expression neutral as he went over to 
collect their bag, hiking it over his shoulders. 


“Rood,” Crowley grumbled at him, out of earshot. 


“It’s their job to be rude,” Aziraphale said quietly, linking his arm in Crowley’s and escorting 
him away from the most stressful point of their journey. “Remember, we need to Jisten to 
these people and do as they say.” 


Tired, Crowley signed defiantly. And then he added want-no in such a manner that 
Aziraphale could only interpret it as: don t wanna. Aziraphale only hoped that they would get 
through this entire trip without facing arrest. 
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The minutes leading to take off were stressful. They always were. Aziraphale was an 
experienced traveller, and not an especially nervous flyer—as long as he didn’t think about 
the landing too closely—but he wasn’t sure how Crowley would feel about it. 


He’d showed the merlotl some videos to try and prepare for it, but that still wasn’t the same 
as experiencing it first-hand. Crowley had decided he wanted the window seat before they set 
out on this journey. Aziraphale privately thought it would be good for him to have control 
over something like the shade on the window—and at least he could physically be between 
Crowley and the emergency exits. 


They were able to pre-board, between Crowley’s cane and his communication issues, which 
suited Aziraphale fine. Once his partner was wedged into his tiny seat, he immediately started 
investigating the pouch in front of him and the tray table. Once Aziraphale had stowed their 
bag, he sidled in next to Crowley. 


“That needs to be up for now.” He gently placed the tray table back into its upright position. 
Crowley turned, and Aziraphale saw his own dismay reflected back at him in Crowley’s 
lenses as he turned the knob and the tray came back down. 


“Crowley!” he admonished, laughing slightly. ““That’s not safe right now. Now behave, you 
sneaky eel.” 


He caught a half smile as Crowley turned to investigate the pockets again. He pulled out the 
in-flight magazine, the credit card application, and the plane’s safety information. He gave 
this last one intense scrutiny, his brows knitting just slightly, the corners of his mouth pulled 
back. 


“That’s also for safety,’ Aziraphale explained. “They’ ll talk about it soon. That’s in case 
anything goes... wrong.” 


Crowley looked up at him sharply behind his lenses. Danger? he asked. 


Small danger, Aziraphale admitted. We ’re safe. “Bad things... rarely happen on planes. It 
will be fine, I promise.” 


Crowley settled back in his seat, suddenly subdued. Aziraphale reached out and squeezed his 
hand. 


“Do you trust me?” 


Crowley drew the smallest line under his eye, head darting every which way as more people 
started to shuffle onto the plane. 


“We'll be fine. It’s safe, I promise. Statistically safer than driving.” This earned him an 
unimpressed stare. “Just remember what I told you, about the medicine. If you feel you need 
it, I have it. You can sleep through it.” 


Crowley nodded stiffly, looking down at the colourful magazine. Aziraphale gently took the 
credit card application out of his way... and then an idea sprang to mind. He pulled out a pen 
and quickly started scribbling. 


He felt a finger poking his side a moment later as Crowley pointed at a nonsensical 
advertisement for shampoo. It featured a naked woman standing under a tiny waterfall, all 
shot in tasteful monochrome. There was not a hint of product to be seen, other than the small 
bottles photoshopped into the corner next to the logo. 


“They’re trying to get you to buy their shampoo the next time you go to the store.” 
No door. Crowley smirked. 


Aziraphale rolled his eyes. “She's outside,” he hissed, as their neighbour finally joined them, 
taking her space in the aisle seat. A dark-skinned woman in her forties with the straightest 
hair Aziraphale had ever seen, cut and sculpted to perfection. She was truly striking—even 
Aziraphale could appreciate the fact. He wondered if she’d been a model once, or worked in 
fashion somehow. There was no first class or business class on this flight, so he supposed it 
was possible he could be rubbing elbows with someone important. 


Fortunately, for the rest of the journey home they’d be in business class and up 
accommodations. Even if he hadn’t had the generous payout from the University, he 
would’ve taken out a loan to get those seats, if he’d had to. One cramped flight with a first- 
time flyer of another species was enough, thank you very much. At least they were able to 
flip up the armrest between them. 


He gave the woman a polite nod and then said hello. Then he added a cheery ‘hola!’ She 
blinked slowly at him, and responded in French. All he’d managed to catch was ‘good 
morning.’ 


Aziraphale stumbled through some pleasantries, but it was disastrous. He was well and truly 
out of practice with his French. She gave him an unimpressed glare and then leaned back in 


her chair and put on an eye mask, crossed her arms over her chest like a mummy in a 
sarcophagus, and went just as still as one. 


“Extraordinary,” Aziraphale finally remarked to himself, before turning his attention back 
to Crowley. “What?” 


Crowley just shook his head slowly. He reached up and traced his fingers over Aziraphale’s 
lips reverently. “It wasn’t that impressive,” he whispered. J speak little, he added. 


His partner shrugged and continued flipping through the magazine. He was restless; 
Aziraphale could see his leg bouncing. As much as he wished he could reach out and clasp 
his hand over Crowley’s knee—and more—he rifled through his smaller bag taking out the 
book he’d purchased at the airport, and making sure, for the fifth time, that he did have those 
tranquillisers to hand. He also pulled out his oversized headphones and set them around his 
neck. He was hoping to listen to some Schubert soon. 


Once the plane was full, Aziraphale only half listened to the speech that the flight attendants 
gave. His focus narrowed in on Crowley’s thumb fanning through the corner of the magazine 
over and over again. Aziraphale reached over and silently held his partner’s hand. He felt a 
miniscule amount of tension leave Crowley’s body. He smiled encouragingly. 


“Mister No-Feelings feeling a bit nervous?” he teased and bumped Crowley’s shoulder. 


Crowley’s head turned just a fraction as he defiantly lifted his jaw a few degrees. The plane 
lurched and they started to taxi. Aziraphale tightened his grip on Crowley’s hand. Safe, he 
emphasized, and then touched Crowley’s seat belt. He heard Crowley swallow, but he kept 
his gaze steady on Aziraphale’s face as he nodded. The voice of the captain crackled 
overhead, and the flight attendants swept to their positions at the front and rear of the plane. 


Aziraphale realized what was about to happen a split second before it unfolded. Like a flash 
of prophecy just a hairbreadth too late. 


The engines kicked on and Crowley doubled over, clutching the sides of his head. “LAUW!” 
He muffled the cry into Aziraphale’s shoulder, trembling like a jelly left to fend for itself in 
an earthquake. 


Aziraphale reached up blindly to his neck and then affixed the headphones onto Crowley, 
trying to find his aural receptors with his lover’s face smashed against him. He was aware of 
several eyes on them, including their aisle mate, who used her thumb to peek out from under 
her blindfold. 


“Brrrrr.” Crowley shivered miserably. He clung to Aziraphale through the stomach fluttering 
sensations of take-off. He held the merlotl tenderly and tried to soothe him. Part of him felt 
heartbroken that Crowley hadn’t actually seen their first moments of take off. The ground 
was already shrinking beneath them. 


He tapped Crowley gently on the shoulder. A corner of the merlotl’s sunglasses peeked up 
over his arm. 


“Look, out the window, we’re flying now, see?” Look, he gestured towards the window. 
Crowley peeked at it, but then he shivered and made that sad, heartbreaking noise again as he 
clung to Aziraphale. 


*“Abhbrrrr.” 


“T know, I know,” Aziraphale fretted. “But you’re so brave!” He murmured his reassurances 
quietly. “It’s not a thunderstorm, I promise. Once we get up high, it won’t be as loud.” He 
bent down and laid a kiss to the top of Crowley’s head and let his hand smooth over 
Crowley’s spine. 


They were still climbing in altitude, so Crowley surprised him when he lifted his head again, 
twisting away to peek out the window, squeezing the headphones to the sides of his head. 


Aziraphale thought he heard another brrr, but it was lost to the rumble of the plane. Crowley 
was very still as the ground grew smaller and smaller. Soon, they could see the ocean and the 
Central American coastline. And then clouds beneath them. 


Crowley all but collapsed against Aziraphale, shivering again, but this seemed more tired. An 
adrenaline comedown, as opposed to abject fear. 


“What do you think?” Aziraphale finally asked, gesturing towards the window. “If you don’t 
like it, you can close it.” 


At last, Crowley shuffled upright. He stared out the window for such a long time, Aziraphale 
wondered if that’s all he was going to do for the rest of the flight, but then he caught the 
movement of Crowley’s hands. 


Cave small, was all he said. 


38 2K 


The landing went better—though Crowley bit the back of the headrest in front of him in 
retaliation after he bonked his nose on it during touchdown. And now they knew that 
Crowley should have the noise-cancelling headphones on, at least. 


The second flight also went better. Crowley still didn’t care for how loud the engines were, 
but it wasn’t a nasty surprise like before. The changes in pressure didn’t phase him in the 
slightest. And he loved to look out the window when he wasn’t napping. Even with his seat 
belt fastened, he could fold himself up into the most peculiar shapes. Aziraphale was glad to 
see their first class seats on their next flight. The food and drink offers were frequent, he 
could stretch his legs, and he didn’t feel like a sardine being crammed into a tin the size of a 
single-serve pod of salad dressing. 


On their third flight in—Aziraphae had lost count of how many hours they had both been up 
—Crowley did forget himself and hissed at a flight attendant as she brought him an after- 
dinner treat. Thankfully, Aziraphale was able to de-escalate the situation before they 
discovered whether there was an air marshall on board or not. 


I want to bite, Crowley complained as she went to go get them both tiny bottles of water. 
You can bite me later. 


Azirapale was pleased as Crowley sat up a bit straighter in his chair and shivered. He tilted 
his head, as if considering the words very seriously. 


Promise? 
Aziraphale laughed. “Of course.” 


Crowley reached over and tugged at his arm hair. Like a gourmand stealing a little taste of a 
feast. 
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Aziraphale hadn’t expected the relief he felt, on seeing Cambridge again. He cried a bit as he 
unlocked his flat. Crowley made a questioning noise, leaning on his cane, for once, as he 
stood beside Aziraphale. “This is it. This is home.” He smiled at Crowley, emphasizing the 
meaning with his hands. 


Crowley curiously stepped into the flat, picking his way forward like a cautious heron. The 
place was very clean. Anathema had said she’d tidied up for him when he gave her his return 
dates. The flat opened immediately into a cozy little living room with an old, tan Chesterfield 
he’d rescued from a charity shop. On the wall leading into the kitchen there was a framed 
reproduction of ferns drawn by Anne Rudge. 


He led Crowley through his home. Showing him the study and the office, running his hand 
reverently over every bookshelf they wandered past. 


He led Crowley into the bedroom next. “I hope this will be to your liking. The master and the 
ensuite are a mite small, but I think it should do for us.” He sat down on the end of his bed, 
the tartan comforter an achingly welcome sight. “The bathroom is through there,” he said and 
gestured. Travel had been exhausting, but he couldn’t think about unpacking now. They could 
leave their suitcases by the door. 


Crowley poked his head into the closet first, and then he looked into the bathroom. Once he’d 
taken stock, he came to sit beside Aziraphale. 


Home? He didn’t quite declare it. 

“Yes, if you like it, this will be home.” 

Crowley slipped off his glasses to stare at Aziraphale with his deep, dark eyes. Then he slid 
back until he was stretched out on the bed. He lifted one arm, and Aziraphale obediently 


crawled up and into his embrace. 


At first, Aziraphale thought it an overture, but instead Crowley just held him fiercely. As if 
afraid that they might be parted again. 


“Our home,” Aziraphale whispered, tracing his hand along Crowley’s jaw. “I promise you. 
For as long as you’! have me.” 


A week from now they would go to the courthouse and sign their marriage papers for the UK. 
And Crowley would be his husband on paper in two different countries. He still wasn’t sure 
what shape merlotl partnerships took. He didn’t know if Crowley understood what a word 
like spouse or husband meant. 


But for now, at least, it meant that he could keep Crowley safe and well. And they could be 
happy together, and hopefully that would be enough. 
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It was two months after Aziraphale’s return to Cambridge when he decided he could not put 
off the inevitable any further. He would have to integrate Crowley properly into his social 
life. And Anathema had been dying to see him again ever since he got back. 


So, he got on the number three bus with Crowley and went to Anathema’s place. 


A gangly, bespectacled young man opened the door. Aziraphale smiled at him. “Hello, 
Newt.” 


“Hello, Professor Eastwise, and... Mister Eastwise, is it?” 


“You can just call him Crowley.” Aziraphale smiled encouragingly, and Crowley gave a 
stilted little wave to Newt. “Crowley, this is Newt, Anathama’s boyfriend.” 


“Come in, come in.” Newt stepped back and led them past a doorway to a cluttered office and 
back into the kitchen of their little flat. 


Crowley nudged Aziraphale as they hung up their coats. “Grrl...frrend?” He kept his voice 
low and gestured at Newt. 


Wait, Aziraphale signed. A sort of short-hand for J7// tell you later. "And he's the boyfriend," 
he whispered quietly. 


Crowley's brow furrowed again. There was a squeal from the living room, and Anathema 
crashed into the kitchen. She looked wonderfully witchy as always, wearing a ruffly blouse 
and a wide, dark green pleated skirt. “Hello! Professor Eastwise!” She pulled him into an 
embrace. 


Aziraphale hugged her and patted her on the back awkwardly. Anathema clung terribly hard 
to him as he tried to pull back. Beside him, Crowley stiffened. “It’s quite all right, my dear.” 
He wasn’t sure if the message was meant for his former student or his companion. 


She finally pulled back, her eyes wet behind her glasses. “Sorry, sorry, I was just—I’m so 
glad you made it back!” A peal of laughter left her throat. “Now, show me this mystery man 
you had this whirlwind romance with!?” 


Aziraphale gestured beside him and gently pulled Crowley up to meet Anathema. “This is 
Crowley.” He beamed, trying to lend himself to a good first impression. 


Crowley belatedly stuck out a hand and clicked out a greeting: "el-oh." 


Anathema froze, her smile stuck into place. "Nice to meet you, Crowley." Anathema 
flickered her eyes to Aziraphale. "Doctor Eastwise, a word in private? Go ahead and help 
yourself to some food, Crowley." She gestured towards the countertop where some light 
nibbles had been placed out. Anathema grabbed Aziraphale by the wrist and took him into 
her office, shutting the mullioned glass door. "Professor, where on Earth did you meet him!?" 
She hissed the words, as if terrified of being overheard. 


"My dear girl, whatever is the matter? What's gotten into you?" Aziraphale didn't know 
where this sudden hostility was coming from. He'd always thought Anathema to be a decent, 
open-minded person. This wasn't at all what he was expecting. 


"His aura, Aziraphale!" That startled him. Even after she was no longer his graduate student, 
Anathema had never dared call him by his first name. Despite the tacit invitation to. 


"His aura?" 


"I've never seen anything like it!" Anathema started pacing the office, running her hands 
through her hair. "I don't know how to describe it. It's-it's-it's wrong! Like, like a black hole 
or something! Is he a serial killer? It's giving me the creeps. I don't think you should be 
around him until I figure this out. He might be hiding something." 


Ah. Aziraphale felt his cheeks go pink. Anathema glanced at him, then did a double take. 
"Why did your aura go all yellow on me? It's like a sickly tree all of a sudden." She narrowed 
her eyes. "You know something. What are you hiding from me?" 


Aziraphale bit his lip before offering a tentative smile. "Would it make you feel better, my 
dear, if I told you that he isn't exactly as human as he looks?" 


Anathema rolled her eyes. "What, like an alien or something? Give me a break." She snorted, 
but her features went very still as she continued to look at Aziraphale. Several beats later, 
entirely too calmly she said, "Oh my God, he's not human." 


Aziraphale said nothing. Anathema blindly moved behind her desk to drop heavily into her 
chair. 


"Oh my God." 

Aziraphale looked down at his hands and twisted his ring, as though it were fascinating. 
"Js he an alien?" She almost sounded eager at that. 

Aziraphale shook his head. "He is of this world. Of that I can assure you." 


"And he's not a serial killer," she said flatly. "You're sure of it." 


"Quite sure." Aziraphale gave her a wan smile. 

"Oh my God," she said again. 

"I admit, I never thought we would need to tell anyone." 

Anathema leaned back. "What is he?" 

My husband, if you want to be technical. "He's my dear, dear friend. And J—I—" 
"You don't need to say it, I can see it," Anathema said with a thoughtful sniff. 


"I forgot about your uncommon gift, I admit. If I had remembered, I might have avoided 
having you two meet." 


"He's not..." Anathema trailed off, her brows knitting in confusion. 
"An alien, no," Aziraphale couldn't resist, repressing a smile. 
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She shook her head, focusing on the table. "It makes no sense. Help me make it make sense." 
Anathema looked up at him, her eyes dark and piercing. 


"Make sense of what, my dear girl?" Aziraphale threaded his fingers together in front of his 
stomach. 


"He can't be a merlotl, right?" It looked like her brows were in danger of twisting off her head 
and turning into corkscrews. 


"Well. Perhaps I should assign you some reading that would help inform that hypothesis. 
Clearly you've forgotten some of the finer details of my lectures," he teased gently. 


Anathema reached as though to push her chair back from the desk. Instead she drummed her 
fingers on the desk. "... I thought Zingiber demonstrated that the idea of metamorphosis to be 
quite impossible." 


"Sable and Chalky’s ideas were never fully discredited, no. But it was lacking in direct 
evidence, as you'll recall." 


Anathema snorted again. "I suppose you're not about to write a paper disabusing anyone of 
that notion," she said the words slowly, as though realizing them as they came out of her 
mouth. 


Aziraphale looked at the carpet, shifting in place, uncomfortably. 


"Aziraphale. You could have everything. I can't even name all the awards you could get. The 
Linnaean society, the Royal Society, the Zoological society...they'd all line up to give you 
awards! Hell, you could probably found your own journal!" 


Aziraphale looked up sharply at her. "I won't let him become an object of scientific 
fascination." He wondered, briefly, if he would have to become the serial killer she feared to 


prevent that from happening, before dismissing the idea. 
Anathema studied him carefully. "No. I suppose you won't." 
"Anathema—" he started. 


She waved a hand. "I won't tell anybody, but, Professor... I mean, Aziraphale, what are you 
going to do? You can't keep everything a secret forever, can you? I mean. If they're really..." 
Anathema looked towards the doors, suddenly looking young and scared and uncomfortable. 
"If they're really like us, there's... ethical questions to consider." 


"There are always ethical questions to consider, my dear," Aziraphale pointed out gently. 
"You know what I mean." Anathema met his eyes again. "What are you going to do?" 


Aziraphale studied her desk, clean and pristine. An island of organization in an otherwise 
chaotic room. "I think I'm going to help Crowley. And then... any information I find or 
publish, I can't ever let it be known that I got any of it through him. And push the community 
to recognize that merlotl have a sense of self and culture equal to anything of humanity's." He 
paused. "And perhaps I'll take up some more ethics courses. Make that my new area of focus. 
We're still too human-centric in our area of study. Isn't that odd, in the field of zoology?" 


Anathema leaned back in her chair. “Ill drink to that. Do you want a beer? Or a cider? I have 
some in the fridge.” 


“No, but I'll take a glass of wine, if you have anything handy... And, he really is such a nice, 
lovely—well, person isn’t quite the right word for it, but he really is an absolute poppet when 
you get to know him.” 


“I’m sure he is, Doctor Eastwise.” Anathema hopped to her feet, and when they got back into 
the kitchen, Crowley was carefully stacking carrot sticks into a tower, ignoring Newt’s 
attempts to make conversation. 


“Ain-gel!” Crowley lit up, and his little tower spilled onto the countertop as he pushed 
himself upright. Anathema laughed and invited them all to fill their plates, and they sat 
around the table. Crowley mostly listened, but his friends were caring and patient enough to 
give Crowley the time he needed to speak, when he wanted to say something. 


It made Aziraphale hopeful. 


Chapter End Notes 


Content Warnings: Azirapale is Going Through It at the start of. There's a lot of trauma 
unpacking, repercussions from dealing with food insecurity, and insecurity around his 
feelings and actions towards Crowley. It is neither graphic, nor specific, but there are 
instances where he has suicidal ideation. 


First of all, congratulations to me for meeting my goal of updating this before the end of 
the year *confetti noises* 


That nearly wraps it up for this story! Just the epilogue to go--plus a little something 
extra I want to do outside the actual narrative, so don't be surprised if the chapter count 
goes up by one. There's still just the epilogue to go, story wise for this. I've decided I'll 
put all my science notes in the end notes for the epilogue as well, to keep these chapter 
notes more manageable, but I've had a lot of fun with this. If it's any consolation, in a 
weird way, this extended hiatus was a good thing, because season 2 was oddly useful for 
unifying a lot of the themes I had already written down for this chapter. 


I do have at least one side-story for these two that I've been sitting on that I want to post, 
as well as an AU of this AU that I started yonks ago that I'd like to finish and post 
someday. Plus a few other side-stories to go along with this. 


Thank you again to everyone who has read, commented, discord messaged me, sent me 
Tumblr asks, or left kudos on this story. I'm so grateful so many people were interested 
in this story and came back to it, even during this long break. I hope it was worth the 
wait! 


Conclusions 


Chapter Summary 


Aziraphale had always thought Crowley deserved sushi and all the good things the 
world had to offer. 


Chapter Notes 


Thank you to Pyra and Wulf for both taking a look at this epilogue and telling me, "Hey. 
No, for real. It's done." 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


This was one of their favorite places for sushi. Crowley leaned back in his chair, one arm 
thrown artlessly over the back of it. He was so handsome in his black turtleneck and jacket. 
Crowley stared down at the square plate in front of him and the many offerings on it; the tea 
light reflected double against his dark lenses. A certain stillness came over him at moments 
like these. Aziraphale could easily imagine him getting ready to pounce, in his lost form, in a 
dark riverway. 


Instead, Crowley lazily reached out and plucked up one of the caterpillar rolls. Aziraphale 
was surprised. His companion usually couldn’t resist the combination of the raw quail egg 
yolk and roe that topped his ikura, though Aziraphale had a suspicion that eel might be 
Crowley’s favorite. If he had a favorite, anyway. 


His own stomach was tied up in knots, and he could barely stand to look at his nigiri laid out 
in neat little rows. He twisted the cloth napkin in his lap underneath the table. The weight that 
had been building for the last two years pressed unexpectedly against his chest. Perhaps this 
was a mistake. He should have gone to their absolute favorite sushi place by the university, 
but the atmosphere there seemed too casual for such a serious conversation. Or, maybe he 
should have done this at home— 


Crowley’s foot tapped against his insole beneath the table, interrupting his thoughts. 


“An-gel?” He murmured the word softly, with a tilt of his head. Crowley still didn’t like to 
speak that much out in public, but he was getting better at forming the sounds all the time. At 
home, in their nest, he was starting to sound more confident, more natural. Less prone to 
explosions of clicks and trills and staggering syllables when he ran up against the wall of 
frustration. Combined with their BSL classes, it seemed to Aziraphale that the only thing 
standing between Crowley and complete independence was time. 


Aziraphale looked up at Crowley, his mouth open—but then he lost his nerve. “I’m sorry,” he 
looked down at his lap. “I’m just not hungry, I suppose.” Across the table Crowley set down 
his chopsticks (held mostly because he thought they looked cool) and sat up straight in his 
chair. His chin dropped slightly in that way Aziraphale knew meant those dark eyes were 
boring directly into him. “Don’t be like that,” he said peevishly, glancing down at the floor 
for a moment. 


“Angel,” Crowley said the word firmly. Aziraphale looked over at the merlotl, his husband of 
these last two years—in every sense of the word, except, perhaps, the one that mattered most. 
You need to eat, Crowley signed at him in their private language, his mouth drawn into a grim 
half frown. 


“No, Crowley.” Aziraphale wet his lips. “Crowley, there’s something I need to ask you, 
darling.” 


I like questions, was the answer. 
“Crowley, I’ve... ’ve been thinking. Would you... marry me? Properly, I mean?” 
Crowley’s brows furrowed over his sunglasses. “But... we are?” 


Aziraphale twisted his wedding band, ““Y-eeees, but, ah, that was... for legal purposes. And 
you're... all set. You’re doing wonderfully at your landscaping job, and you’ve gotten so 
good at navigating the world... I just, I thought—” 


Crowley’s frown of confusion deepened. It looked like he was struggling to understand. 
“So... you want...?” 


“T want you to be happy,” Aziraphale said in a rush. “I—I—I—I don’t want you to feel like 
you’re stuck or you’re saddled with me because you don’t have other options. You do! You 
have all the other options in the world! I—” Aziraphale choked on his own empty throat 
again. “I was just hoping’”—praying, more like—‘that you’d choose to be with me. Because 
you want to. Not because you have to.” 


“T want to,” Crowley said without missing a beat. Aziraphale startled back in his chair. 
“But, you don’t—you didn’t even think about it!” 


Crowley tipped his head so far sideways Aziraphale’s neck started hurting to look at it. “Why 
think about it?” The last time Crowley had been this confused was when Aziraphale had 
attempted to explain the concept of gender to him. “Am happy.” 


“So you don’t—you don’t feel like I’ve been... been keeping you prisoner?” 


Crowley tilted his head again in the opposite direction, and then he twisted in his chair so that 
he was sitting backwards, curling his spine backwards to stare at Aziraphale in a rather 
inhuman display of flexibility. Crowley’s glasses tipped towards his brows a little as he 
regarded Aziraphale from this new, upside down vantage point. 


He felt his cheeks grow hot as Crowley continued to stare. Expectantly. Which, Aziraphale 
felt was rather rude given that he’d asked the man-shaped being a question. 


“Don’t get it,” Crowley finally pronounced, twisting back around frontwise as though he 
were a piece of snapped elastic. “Explain?” The word drifted between them on a delicate hiss. 


“J—” Aziraphale stopped short. How else could he explain? “I just... wanted to give you the 
opportunity... to let you know that... none of this is... conditional.” Crowley’s expression 
was rather blank, and Aziraphale just caught the faint motion of his eyelashes as he gave a 
slow, deliberate blink. “I simply mean... Crowley, I—” Aziraphale stopped short as Crowley 
reached across the table for his hand, tracing two fingers along his palm. His eyes stung, and 
he drew his hand back. Crowley pulled back, startled, the first hint of hurt in his expression 
throughout this entire disaster of a conversation. But clearly he didn ¢ understand! Aziraphale 
drew in a breath and carefully laid his palms flat on the table. 


“T saved you.” It felt odd to say the words out loud. They felt like a lie on his tongue. “Not... 
the same way you saved me, obviously.” He stumbled over the words in a rush. “But, I 
mean... I brought you out into the world, didn’t I?” He lowered his voice. “I do love you, 
more than anything, but I want you to know that you’re free. You can go anywhere, do 
anything, you’re so clever, you can figure out anything you don’t know already.” Aziraphale 
paused, checking to see if his meaning was coming across clearly. Crowley’s face was 
expressionless, but in the way that told Aziraphale he was thinking, ruminating. 


It hit him in a flash what he wanted to say, and he carved the words out from their private 
language with his hands. 


I dont want to be another cave. 


Crowley’s eyes widened. Aziraphale could tell from the way the patterned skin at his temples 
moved. Like a tattoo of snakeskin, making him look far too cool to be seen with someone 
like Aziraphale. 


His husband went very still, head tipped in thought. 


A cave... isnt bad, always, was the answer that slowly came. A cave can be safe. A cave can 
be home. Crowley reached out with one hand, and this time Aziraphale let him circle his 
fingertips along his palm. Crowley stared down at his plate, where a half-eaten sushi tipped 
messily over on its side, rice and eel spilling out like entrails. 


“You... are my home.” His voice sounded soft and uncertain. “Where would I go?” He 
suddenly clutched Aziraphale’s wrist, like he was scared one of them might fall. 


“Oh, Crowley.” Aziraphale felt his heart melt like snow in spring sunshine. He awkwardly 
brushed his fingertips up along Crowley’s inner wrist. “I don’t want you to go anywhere at 
all. That’s why I wanted... to get married properly this time.” 


“You keep say-ing that,” Crowley whined. He shook his head. What does that even mean? 


“What do you mean ‘what do I mean?’” 


“This time,’” Crowley imitated his accent in a way that anyone else might have interpreted 
as snide. 


“Well, I—I only meant, now that we both can really understand.” They were so close to 
finally being on the same page. 


“Maybe you understand,” Crowley sneered, crossing his arms sullenly. Aziraphale knew him 
well enough to interpret the statement as intended, and felt (rightly) affronted. 


“Are you implying, my dear fellow, that / have been laboring under a misapprehension this 
entire time? That you were the only one who understood our relationship while I was in the 
dark? That you understood the situation perfectly this entire time?” 


“An-chi’el.” Aziraphale could perfectly see the tired look Crowley was giving him, glasses or 
no. “You have been my...” A flurry of indecisive noises left Crowley’s throat. “Hubsmate... 
for forever.” 


“Tt hasn’t been that long,” Aziraphale scoffed, feeling his cheeks redden again. 
“An-gel,” he carefully pronounced. “We were married in the cave times. Did you not know?” 


Aziraphale’s entire world came to a halt. He’d never really stopped to consider what Crowley 
thought of, officially, as the start of their relationship. They hadn’t really talked about it 
before now. 


“A-are you referring to our... um, our first...” Aziraphale quickly and furtively sketched a 
lewd gesture near the edge of the table “...together?” 


Crowley tilted his head again, brows furrowed, and looked at Aziraphale like he thought he 
was tremendously stupid. 


“ ..Before then!?” 
“Yessss!” 


Aziraphale hastily lowered his voice, painfully aware that a few other patrons had turned to 
stare at his outburst. “How on Earth was I to know?” 


Crowley sighed and stared up at the ceiling. “Thought you were smart.” 
“I—well, it’s not like we ever had a wedding,” Aziraphale said defensively. 
A smile curled at the edge of Crowley’s mouth. “You want?” 
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Aziraphale’s heart leapt to his throat, where it started fluttering like a trapped butterfly. “Yes,” 
he said, scarcely able to hear it over his own pulse. 


“Okay,” Crowley said, with an infuriating quirk of his lips, and he rested his chin in his hand 
as he blindly reached for another piece of sushi, not taking his eyes off Aziraphale for even a 
moment. 


Aziraphale was still too keyed up to have an appetite. “I—when? If not after, then when... 
did you know?” 


Crowley chewed thoughtfully as he considered the question. He signed his answer messily. 
When you figured out my laugh-noise. I thought you would be a good partner. You missed a 
lot of wooing signals. I thought ‘Maybe he already has mate?’ But... You feed me. You give 
signals... receptive. There was a pause as Crowley shoved an entire sushi in his mouth. The 
first time you sing for me, but I waited until you sing again. To be sure. 


Aziraphale smiled softly, so fond his heart was aching from it. “I suppose I must’ve been 
terribly confusing.” He finally reached for his chopsticks to lift one of his expertly prepared 
nigiri. 


Crowley tapped his chin thoughtfully. /’m glad your penis didn t fall off after we— He 
pumped two of his fingers lewdly. Aziraphale froze, mouth open, sushi-unbitten, and lowered 
his nigiri with a sigh. 


“What?” 


Crowley frowned at him, practically pouting. You were so... He gestured vaguely for a 
moment before continuing, Reluctant to have sex. I thought... maybe it would fall off: Why 
only one?? Or maybe... you mate and then die? He looked genuinely upset at the thought for 
a moment. But... you not... butterfly. So. Iam happy. And you still have your one dick! 


“Having one is normal,” Aziraphale mumbled, suddenly feeling very exhausted. “Statistically 
speaking. I’m glad I still have it, too.” He finally bit into his nigiri and wondered why on 
Earth he’d ever been worried about any of this to begin with. 


Chapter End Notes 


We’ ve finally come to the end! There were times I didn’t think it might happen, but I’m 
so glad it did.I sincerely want to thank you all for your support and enthusiasm. I don’t 
know if I could have sustained my interest so long over this project without everyone 
sharing their love and appreciation for this story. I love this curious little wet dude that 
lives in my brain now. 


I also love that until the (not so) bitter end they've been living in two completely 
different genres--a hallmark, I think, of any Aziraphale/Crowley story. Not a 
requirement, by any means, but definitely a strong component of what drives a good 
story forward with the two of them in it. Poor Aziraphale is tortured and self- 
flagellating, and Crowley has been living in romantic, whirlwind bliss since day 3. Love 
that for them. 


For the science: 


Obviously, I took some liberties since Crowley is some type of salamander-mammal 
hybrid thing. I conceptually think of him as something like a separate order, like a 
monotreme, but, obviously, I drew a lot of inspiration from axolotl. 


Things that are true: Axolotl have impressive regenerative capabilities. They can grow 
back entire limbs or organs.They are often studied because of this property of theirs. (It 
has even been observed that young hatchlings will snack on the limbs of their siblings! 
o: Absolutely wild.) Axolotl are also quite resistant to cancer. Like many creatures, 
however, they are critically endangered in the wild due to habitat loss and water 
pollution. 


The other interesting thing about axolotl—although they are salamanders/amphibians, 
they do not undergo metamorphosis and retain their gills throughout their life. This is 
called ‘neoteny’—where the creature or species retains juvenile characteristics into 
adulthood. HOWEVER. 


It is not impossible for axolotl to undergo metamorphosis. A hormone produced by the 
thyroid, thyroxine, 1s responsible for triggering metamorphosis in axolotlI—and some 
other salamander species. In laboratory settings, axolotl have been injected with iodine 
to stimulate the thyroid to produce this hormone and trigger the reaction. Spontaneous 
metamorphosis 1s also possible, but extremely rare. Generally, though, it’s not desirable 
for axolotl to morph, since they’ve evolved to remain in the same state their whole life 
and it’s extremely stressful on their bodies. 


Axolotl also, alas, do not have two penises. However, I felt that was an appropriate nod 
to Crowley’s inherent snakiness and, frankly, Aziraphale deserves it. Axolotl don’t even 
have intercourse, as such. The two axolotl perform a sort of ‘dance’ and the male 
releases a spermatophore—basically an ampule of sperm—and the female picks it up 
with her cloaca. (I may still write an AU of this AU where the sex is more accurate to 
this, purely for the humorous aspect.) 


I’m hoping now that this is done I can get back to Qualia and the WWII AU I’ve been 
working on with Cassieoh. 
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Find me on discord at Lyrrum_Seeker#3439 or on tumblr at liquidlyrium.tumblr.com! 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


